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Abstract
PreK-3 alignment is a continuum of experiences that begins in preschool
when a child is three-years-old and extends through third grade. Many early
childhood educators, researchers, and policy makers believe the implementation
of PreK-3 alignment has the potential to make a significant difference in schools
across America. It is considered by some experts to be the most promising
solution to the problems facing education today. This study was designed to
determine the levels of implementation of PreK-3 alignment in South Carolina’s
primary schools, which practices impact student achievement, and the levels of
student achievement in these schools. Primary schools were selected for this
study because of their unique structure, emphasis on early childhood education,
and concentration of grades related to PreK-3 alignment. This study was
structured as a qualitative descriptive study. A questionnaire was utilized to
collect data from the principals of primary schools in South Carolina. Through the
principals’ responses, I documented that three of the six components of PreK-3
alignment are implemented more consistently than others. Those components
include the following: 1) Transitions, 2) Alignment of Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, and Assessments, and 3) Instructional Approaches and Classroom
Learning Environments. Primary school principals indicated full-day preschool
and kindergarten programs, communication with parents, and reading
interventions have the greatest impact on student achievement. I discovered the
	
  

v

	
  
	
  
levels of student achievement varied in these primary schools as accountability
ratings ranged from A to F.
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Chapter 1
Research Overview
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was enacted in
1965 as part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty. ESEA provides
funding for programs in elementary and secondary education, such as the Title I
program that supports schools that have a high percentage of children living in
poverty. The purpose of ESEA was to close the achievement gaps evident
among children in United States schools (Spring, 2005). ESEA has been
reauthorized numerous times since 1965 including January 8, 2002 under
President George W. Bush as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB).
NCLB continues to receive much attention because its reauthorization imposed
mandated measures of student achievement and teacher accountability through
standardized testing. Schools began receiving report cards based on Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) and were increasingly held accountable for student
achievement as measured on standardized tests. NCLB required schools
receiving federal funding under its Title programs to comply with its regulations.
Some members of the educational community criticized NCLB claiming that the
required assessments result in a narrowing of the curriculum content (Berry &
Herrington, 2011; Tucker, 2002), teacher deskilling, and a pedagogical focus on
standardized testing. In March 2010, the Obama Administration issued its report
A Blueprint for Reform: The Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
1

	
  
	
  
Education Act that includes specific emphasis on addressing flaws in NCLB (U.S.
Department of Education, 2010). According to Berry and Herrington (2011),
The report laid out a set of principles and strategies to guide the upcoming
Congressional reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA). The report reaffirmed the Obama administration’s
commitment to many of the core principles of the current version of ESEA
including support for an accountability system that holds states and
districts to rigorous standards and requires targeted interventions for
persistently low-performing schools. (p. 272)
In the years since NCLB was imposed, considerable attention has been
paid to increasing children’s achievement and on narrowing the gap between
white, middle-class students and students of color and the children of the working
class poor. While the purpose of ESEA has always been to close the
achievement gap by providing funding for additional resources, NCLB instituted
multiple requirements in order for states to continue to receive federal funding.
These requirements included the establishment of curriculum standards,
benchmark assessments, state-wide testing systems, and accountability systems
to measure and report school performance. Failure to meet established
measures resulted in corrective actions or penalties for the schools.
In order to meet these federal requirements and continue to receive
federal funding, states instituted various programs and policies, such as
extended school day and school year programs, intervention programs, school
improvement plans, retention policies, public charter school options, and school
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choice. Recently, several states have recognized PreK-3 alignment as an
initiative with significant potential for impact on student achievement. Colorado,
Hawaii, Washington, Nebraska, Massachusetts, Indiana, New York, Oregon,
California, and Connecticut have created state-level policy documents related to
the components of PreK-3 alignment (Kauerz, 2009).
The U.S. Department of Education document Supporting Early Learning:
Reauthorizing the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (2010)
affirmed, The years prior to kindergarten are critical in shaping a child’s
foundation for later school success. Research demonstrates that learning
begins at birth and that high-quality early learning programs help children
arrive in kindergarten ready to succeed in school and in life. The
Department of Education is committed to an early learning agenda
beginning at birth and continuing through third grade, with seamless
transitions between preschool and elementary school. (p. 1)
In this document, the U.S. Department of Education describes a broad initiative
referred to as PreK-3 alignment. National leaders in early childhood advocate for
PreK-3 alignment. Research foundations, such as the Foundation for Child
Development, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, New America Foundation,
W. K. Kellogg Foundation, Robert R. McCormick Foundation, and others, support
it through funding, foundational reports, and policy briefs.
PreK-3 alignment refers to providing high quality early educational
opportunities in three and four year old preschool programs, a planned transition
from preschool programs to full-day kindergarten, and a common organizational
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structure and coherent set of academic and social goals to ensure that quality
early educational experiences continue into third grade. As the Foundation for
Child Development explained in “What is PreK-3 Research?” (n.d.),
A PK-3 approach connects and integrates the learning experiences of
children ages three to eight, from PK through Grade Three. PK-3 is
characterized by joint planning by teachers in and across these grades to
provide a coherent, developmentally informed set of sequenced
experiences for children from one school year to the next. (p. 1)
Takanishi and Kauerz (2008) offered the following definition:
Pk-3 is an approach to education [that] proposes voluntary, universal
access to PK for 3- and 4-year olds, followed by mandatory full-school-day
kindergarten. Social and pedagogical experiences from PK through third
grade are aligned across grade levels and aligned with the learning
experiences research indicates children require based on their
developmental capabilities. Teachers who are prepared to provide highquality experiences across PK through third grade are an essential
component of this approach to education. (p. 482)
Supporters of PreK-3 alignment believe that this approach will provide a
solid foundation of academic success for each child and solve many of the issues
facing public education today. They indicate that PreK-3 alignment is the single
best investment in education that we, as a society, can make.
Six organizations (Erikson Institute, Foundation for Child Development,
Grantmakers for Education, Robert R. McCormick Foundation, National League
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of Cities – Institute for Youth, Education and Families, and National Association
of Elementary School Principals) identified specific components, elements, or
features critical to the implementation of PreK-3 alignment. Upon examination, I
discovered there are six components that are common across these
organizations. These components include: (1) Program Access/School
Organization, (2) Transitions, (3) Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
and Assessment, (4) Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning
Environments, (5) Quality Educators and School Leadership, and (6) Family
Engagement and Community Partnerships.
Problem Statement
There is limited information in the scholarly literature regarding the level of
implementation of PreK-3 alignment in South Carolina. In fact, there was no
documentation about which components of PreK-3 alignment were being
systematically implemented in SC schools. Effective practices cannot be
replicated throughout SC schools if educators are unaware of the use of the
PreK-3 approach.
In spite of this lack of documentation on SC’s practices regarding PreK-3
alignment, some evidence existed that the SC business, community, and
educational leaders may have been aware of the components of PreK-3
alignment and related practices. The report Reading Achievement
Recommendations submitted by the South Carolina Reading Achievement
Systemic Initiative (2012) showed that panel presentations and handouts
included the report Double Jeopardy: How Third Grade Reading Skills and
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Poverty Influence High School Graduation issued by the Annie E. Casey
Foundation (Hernandez, 2012). In Double Jeopardy, Hernandez (2012) suggests
PreK-3 alignment as a solution to impact third grade reading achievement and
notes that “gains for students are sustained if high-quality PreK is linked with the
elementary grades” (p. 15).
SC has significant levels of poverty among families and limited resources
for state programs. Because of this lack of resources, I assumed that nothing
was being accomplished toward PreK-3 alignment in the State. In fact, some
components of PreK-3 alignment were already in place in SC. These
components included: 1) the provision of full-day kindergarten for children who
are five years of age; and 2) the requirement that classroom teachers possess at
least a bachelor’s degree and are certified to teach grades PreK-3rd. As a
researcher and school administrator in the State, I asked: What about the
remaining components under the PreK-3 alignment initiative? Are there schools
and early childhood educators in South Carolina implementing the additional
components? The remaining components are primarily determined at the local
level, which is the focus of the current study.
Statement of Purpose
In my study, I documented the components of PreK-3 alignment that are
being implemented in SC public primary schools and the consistency with which
they are implemented. I documented principals’ perspectives on which practices
impact student achievement and considered the achievement of third graders
who attended those primary schools. My study is important because it will
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contribute to the literature on PreK-3 alignment. Since this is a recent initiative,
few research studies have been conducted. Most of the literature consists of
foundational reports and policy briefs. In addition to contributing to the literature
and future studies, the current study provides information for educators and
policy makers as they make decisions about programs and the structure of
schools. Ultimately, the purpose of the study is to highlight effective practices in
SC’s primary schools in order for those practices to be replicated for the benefit
of SC’s young learners.
Contribution to the literature and future studies
Whereas many of the current reports reflect the recommendations of
research foundations and some state initiatives created by governing agencies,
this study provides documentation of actual practices found at the school level.
Other than a few specific cases where schools are collaborating with funding
agencies to implement particular programs and practices, little information is
available regarding practices occurring in schools that are not part of a special
initiative. This study fills that gap in the literature by documenting the degree to
which PreK-3 alignment is occurring in primary schools in SC. It will generate
knowledge of practices at the school level, the level that has the greatest impact
on students and student achievement.
With information from this study, other researchers can design a similar
study to gather information on the implementation of practices in SC’s
elementary schools. Other researchers may decide to study the implementation
of these practices at primary schools in other states. From my perspective, a
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beneficial future study would be an analysis of the relationship between the
implementation of specific practices and student achievement.
Impact on educators and policy makers
From national and state level perspectives, there is an emphasis on early
childhood practices, the creation of preschool programs, and third grade literacy.
PreK-3 alignment addresses all of these issues. Policy makers as well as
educators at all levels, state and local, should find this study informative. The
findings from this study should be shared with those who are responsible for the
implementation of early childhood programs and practices in SC’s schools.
This study has the potential to increase educators’ awareness and
implementation of PreK-3 alignment. As administrators and teachers become
aware of the components of PreK-3 alignment and the implementation of these
practices at SC’s primary schools, additional educators may become interested
in learning more about PreK-3 alignment and putting components into place at
their schools. As high quality practices are implemented in SC schools, children
will benefit.
Rationale and Research Questions
Proponents of PreK-3 alignment believe this approach will make a
significant difference in children’s literacy development. They believe PreK-3
alignment is the most promising solution to the problems facing education today.
However, it was unknown how widely these practices were implemented in actual
SC schools or if they were having an impact on achievement. A review of the
literature revealed mostly foundational reports and policy briefs and included few
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studies on the implementation of PreK-3 alignment. Therefore, I designed a
research study to fill this gap in the literature. Specifically, I sought to: 1)
understand the levels of implementation of PreK-3 alignment; 2) determine which
practices have the greatest and least impact on student achievement; and 3)
identify the levels of student achievement within these systems.
Research questions include:
1. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are being implemented in primary
schools in South Carolina?
a. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are consistently implemented?
b. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are inconsistently
implemented?
c. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are omitted?
2. Which PreK-3 alignment practices have the greatest and least impact on
student achievement based on principals’ perceptions?
3. What is the level of student achievement in primary schools in South
Carolina?
The first research question concerned the current implementation of the
six components of PreK-3 alignment and specifically the consistency of this
implementation. I anticipated some components were currently being
implemented in primary schools in SC due to legislative requirements. For
example, state regulations require teachers to hold early childhood certification to
teach in the primary grades. Also, SC schools are required to offer full-day
kindergarten. Other components may be implemented on an inconsistent basis
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or omitted altogether. I needed to know the consistency with which the practices
were implemented.
The second research question sought to identify the practices primary
school principals felt have the greatest and least impact on student achievement.
Principals’ perceptions regarding practices that impact student achievement are
important because principals directly control or exert influence over resources of
human effort, time, and money.
The third question examined federal accountability ratings of primary
schools in SC, which are based on student achievement. Since SC’s primary
schools are defined by the fact that they do not contain a grade that is under the
state-mandated assessment program, the scores of third graders who attended
these schools the previous year determine primary schools’ accountability
ratings. I aimed to identify and report the accountability ratings for SC’s primary
schools based on this system.
Theoretical Framework
Education is a social, historical and political process grounded in the
cultures of the larger society and the smaller community a school serves.
Oftentimes, because they are embedded in the day-to-day practices of educating
children, these social, historical, political, and cultural influences are not obvious
to educators or other participants within the educational system. However, as
new ideas or changes to an established system are proposed, such as the
implementation of PreK-3 alignment, these influences surface as conflicts or
opposing viewpoints. Three theories – constructivism, micropolitics, and
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institutionalism – inform my thinking about education and, in particular, how
change occurs or does not occur in schools.
Constructivism
As a researcher and school administrator, I view the world through a
constructivist lens, which means I believe my background experiences impact
every aspect of my life. Also, my daily interactions in relationships and
circumstances continually influence my perspectives. Schwandt (2007) explains,
Constructivism means that human beings do not find or discover
knowledge so much as construct or make it. We invent concepts, models,
and schemes to make sense of experience, and we continually test and
modify these constructions in the light of new experience. Furthermore,
there is an inevitable historical and sociocultural dimension to this
construction. We do not construct our interpretations in isolation but,
rather, against a backdrop of shared understandings, practices, language,
and so forth. (p. 38)
I am particularly aware of my alignment with constructivism in my role as an early
childhood educator and administrator. As a teacher, I know that my constructivist
beliefs impacted the structure of the classroom and the educational experiences I
provided for my preschoolers and kindergartners. In my current role as an
administrator, I realize that my constructivist viewpoint influences the
conversations I have with children, parents, and teachers, which in turn,
influences the programs and approaches that are implemented at our school. I
see evidence of constructivism in the organization of the learning environment,
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facilitative role of the teacher, active engagement of learners, and adults’
observations of children to inform instruction. These topics relate in a central way
to the current study of PreK-3 alignment.
As an undergraduate student in early childhood, I studied Piaget’s theory
(1962) and Montessori’s theory of education (1909/1912) before I ever entered
an early childhood classroom and interacted with young children. Having no
experience, I had no reason to doubt the theories I studied in my undergraduate
classes, so I set out to put my learning into practice. Years later in my
professional readings on early literacy, I encountered Vygotsky’s theory
(1934/2012), which greatly impacted how I viewed the potential of young
learners. After fourteen years as a preschool and kindergarten teacher and
fourteen years as a primary school administrator, I realize that these three
theorists have had the most significant impact on my constructivist view of
learning. I am fully convinced that the constructivist learning theory accurately
describes how knowledge is acquired for the young child. What follows is a brief
description of the work of Montessori, Piaget, and Vygotsky: theorists who
impacted my early thinking.
Maria Montessori
As a pediatrician in Italy, Maria Montessori (1870-1952) initially worked
with children from institutions for the mentally ill referred to as insane asylums at
that time. When her students were tested, they scored as high as the “normal”
children in public common schools. Montessori questioned the low standards for
the “normal” children that would cause this to occur and turned her attention to
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working with these children (Montessori, 1909/1912, pp. 44 - 49). She created
schools called “Children’s Houses,” which were located in Rome’s tenement
houses. The first was opened in 1907 (p. 52).
As Montessori was interested in developing independence in children, her
approach utilized child-sized furniture and included large blocks of time for
children to interact in the learning environment. Montessori (1909/1912) noted,
“The principal modification in the matter of school furnishings is the abolition of
desks, benches or stationary chairs” (p. 75). She replaced them with small,
lightweight tables and chairs that could be moved by the children. Her approach
emphasized the environment as an orderly, appealing place where materials
were easily accessible for children. In describing the children’s interaction with
materials, Montessori (1909/1912) explained, “In each of our schoolrooms we
have provided a series of long low cupboards, especially designed for the
reception of didactic materials, potted plants, small aquariums, or for the various
toys with which the children are allowed to play freely” (p. 75).
She believed children learned best through sensory experiences and that
teachers must carefully observe children in order to understand children’s
learning needs and plan experiences to meet those needs. Montessori
(1909/1912) believed “the development of the senses indeed precedes that of
superior intellectual activity and the child between three and seven years is in the
period of formation” (p. 165).
Although not labeled as a Montessori school, Montessori’s influence can
be seen in the classrooms in our school. Her influence is evident in the structure
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of the environment, the daily schedule, sensory experiences, and teacher
behaviors. In order to build independence in children, our environments include
child-sized chairs, tables, shelves, and easels. Our shelves are labeled with the
picture and word of the material, so children can easily return it to the proper
place after play and maintain the organizational structure. Opportunities that
stimulate the senses, such as art, water, and sand play, are available daily if
children choose to interact with them. The daily schedule includes large blocks of
child-initiated learning time where children plan and implement their activities.
Teachers are encouraged to utilize this time to take anecdotal notes of their close
observations of children. These records inform teachers as they make
instructional decisions based on children’s interests and needs.
Jean Piaget
Jean Piaget (1896-1980) was a psychologist born in Switzerland. He
believed that learning was the result of children’s interactions with their
environments. In The Psychology of the Child, Piaget and Inhelder (1966/1969)
explained when a child encounters information about the world, “reality data are
treated or modified in such a way as to become incorporated into the structure of
the subject…every newly established connection is integrated into existing
schematism” (p. 5). However, if an experience does not fit neatly into what the
child already knows, the child must alter his or her thinking to accommodate this
new experience. Piaget and Inhelder (1966/1969) explained, “The filtering or
modification of the input is called assimilation; the modification of internal
schemes to fit reality is called accommodation” (p. 5). They considered play to be
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central to the process of learning and described play as an activity that
“transforms reality by assimilation to the needs of the self, whereas imitation…is
accommodation to external models. Intelligence constitutes an equilibrium
between assimilation and accommodation” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1966/1969, p. 58).
In addition to describing these learning processes, Piaget identified stages
of cognitive development through which children progress. These stages are
sensorimotor (birth to age 2), preoperational (2-7 years), concrete operational (711 or 12 years), and formal operational (11 or 12 years and older).
Preoperational is the stage of most children enrolled in primary schools.
According to Piaget and Inhelder (1966/1969), some characteristics of children in
the preoperational stage include deferred imitation, symbolic play (pretending),
drawing, mental imaging, and verbal representation of events (p. 53 - 54).
Piaget’s theories on cognitive development are easily observed in our
early childhood classrooms. We utilize the HighScope framework developed by
David Weikart in Ypsilanti, Michigan (Hohmann, Weikart, & Epstein, 2008). This
approach requires that a significant portion of the child’s day be devoted to childinitiated activities while fewer activities are teacher-directed. The “plan-do-review”
segment of the daily routine allows for the child to plan what he or she will do
during center activities, implement the plan, and review it following center time.
The child selects the center (blocks, art, house, etc.) in which he or she will play
and determines how long he or she will work in a particular area. The center
activities are not pre-determined or assigned by the teacher. The adult’s role is to
follow the child and support his or her learning during the play experience. It is
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also during this time that the teacher will observe the child to document growth
and determine future learning goals.
Lev Vygotsky
Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), a Russian psychologist, believed social and
cognitive development worked together and one impacted the other through
imitation and instruction. He also believed that children on the verge of learning a
new concept could be supported in that new learning through interactions with an
adult or peer. Vygotsky called this concept the zone of proximal development
(ZPD) and defined it as “the discrepancy between a child’s actual mental age and
the level he reaches in solving problems with assistance” (1934/2012, p. 198). In
order for the teacher to know how to scaffold a child in the zone of proximal
development, the teacher must carefully observe the child during interactions
with peers, texts, and the environment to determine his or her needs.
Vygotsky’s work is evident in many ways in our school, but primarily in our
work with early literacy. Our classrooms are not quiet places where only the
teacher’s voice is heard. They are filled with children’s language as they read,
write, and discuss texts. Children interact with peers and adults as they develop
their language skills, social skills, and cognitive skills. We recognize these skills
are connected and develop together in the young child. Vygotsky’s theory has
informed our teaching as teachers identify children’s independent and
instructional levels through ongoing, embedded assessment and careful
observation. Teachers view learning as a continuum. They determine where
children need support and target instruction to move them to the next level.
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Micropolitics of education
When I began examining PreK-3 alignment, I viewed it strictly as an
educational issue. The more I learned about the various non-educational entities
influencing education and specifically affecting components of PreK-3 alignment,
the more I began to see it as a political and economic issue.
Marshall and Scribner (1991) describe micropolitics as “politics that take
place in and around schools” (p. 347). Pfeffer (1978) outlined four organization
factors that influence micropolitics: 1) concentration of control, 2) routinization
and task specialization, 3) organizational complexity, and 4) organizational
differentiation (pp. 29-50). Although these are listed separately, they are related
within the organizational structure.
Concentration of control
If control is located outside the organization, there may be more
consistency among all of the programs throughout the entire system. If the
control is located inside the organization, the variation among the programs will
be greater. I see these variations in SC’s early childhood programs. Because the
concentration of control lies with the State and it mandates universal, full-day
kindergarten, there is consistency across the entire state; all children who turn
five-years-old on or before September 1st may attend full-day kindergarten in SC.
In this case, the concentration of control lies outside of the school organization. It
resides with the State, so there is more consistency among the program
offerings.
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The opposite is true of four-year-old preschool in SC. The State does not
mandate universal preschool programs. The State provides limited funding for
half-day programs for children who are identified at-risk for learning based on a
screening instrument, such as the Developmental Indicators for Assessment of
Learning (DIAL). This preschool program is referred to as the Half-Day Child
Development Program and was created in 1984 through the South Carolina
Education Improvement Act (EIA). At least one preschool program is available in
every district, although the funding has continued to decrease. According to the
Institute for Child Success, Griggs (2013) stated, “During the 2010-2011 school
year, 51% of South Carolina’s four-year-olds attended a publicly-funded 4K
program” (p. 1).
In addition to the half-day programs, the State provides full-day preschool,
Child Development Education Pilot Program (CDEPP), for students living in
poverty in the 37 plaintiff districts in response to the 2006 court decision
(Abbeville School District vs. State of South Carolina) in hopes of providing an
adequate education for all children in South Carolina. Recently, CDEPP funding
has expanded outside of the plaintiff districts to include districts with high levels
of poverty. However, many districts do not receive any type of funding for full-day
preschool programs. If districts choose to implement preschool program beyond
the single half-day program provided, the districts must fund the additional
programs. Since the control is located outside of the State, there is great
variation among the preschool programs located in the public schools throughout
the State. The concentration of control resides with the districts that fund the
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individual preschool programs, so the programs operate under guidelines
established by the various districts. Preschool programs for four-year-olds in
South Carolina range from a single half-day program in one district to universal
full-day programs for all four-year-olds in another district. This disparity creates
very different early learning opportunities for the South Carolina’s preschoolers.
Routinization and task specialization
Routinization and task specialization related to specific practices
determine how susceptible the practice is to micropolitics. McCabe and Sipple
(2011) indicated, “If the practice is routine, then the implementation is less
influenced by the micropolitics of schools and the communities they serve” (p.
e19). Routine practices do not require someone who is specialized to perform
them. People who perform routine tasks are easily replaced. If the task requires
specialized skills, then the person who is able to perform those specialized skills
holds power within the organization. Many of the components of PreK-3
alignment require specialization of practices and are, therefore, more influenced
by micropolitics.
Routines have not been established regarding four-year-old preschool
programs.
Preschool programs are provided through the public schools, private childcare
centers, faith-based centers, Head Start, and family-based programs. These
programs vary in their length of day, teacher qualifications, philosophies, and
curriculum. The public school kindergarten program is rarely aligned with
preschool programs located outside the school district’s control. Public school

19

	
  
	
  
kindergartens may not be aligned with the subsequent primary grades that are
housed in the same building. These issues have not reached the level of
routinization, so micropolitical theory would indicate that people attempt to exert
power within the various systems.
At first glance, these issues may not appear political. However, when a
district attempts to add full-day preschool to its early childhood programs, the
childcare centers and Head Start centers in the community are opposed because
of the potential for children to leave their programs to attend the public school
program. The transfer of students from private centers to public school programs
creates a negative economic impact on the private centers. When there is an
attempt to improve teacher quality in childcare centers through state regulations,
the centers face a dilemma because most cannot pay certified teachers on the
same scale as public schools. They lose teachers and create instability among
their caregivers.
When CDEPP districts were established in South Carolina following the
lawsuit over the State’s responsibility to provide an adequate education, there
were not enough classrooms, brick and mortar facilities, to house the children
who would be eligible to attend. Therefore, some CDEPP classrooms were
established in private childcare centers to provide children the preschool
opportunities required by law. It is very challenging for a school district to provide
oversight of programs that are physically located outside of the district’s facilities
and operate under different sets of regulations. Griggs (2013) pointed out,
“Oversight of CDEPP expansion is provided for school districts by the South
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Carolina Department of Education and for non-school district programs –
including private, faith-based and community, and Head Start settings – by South
Carolina First Steps to School Readiness” (p. 2).
Organizational complexity
The degree of organizational complexity impacts micropolitics. This is true
for the many issues affecting PreK-3 alignment, such as organizational structure,
teacher qualifications, curriculum, and finances. There is less micropolitics when
the issues are transparent and straightforward. This is because there is little
need for debate and little opportunity to assert power. For example, teacher
qualifications established by the State through regulations are not up for
interpretation by the principal. Micropolitics comes into play when there are few
guidelines and the issues are more complex. The simpler and more
straightforward the issues, the less micropolitics will impact them.
Organizational differentiation
Organizational differentiation refers to the number of subunits in an
organization and is related to task specialization. McCabe and Sipple (2011)
state, “When conflict arises, new organizational units are often created to signal
to various interested parties that something is being done while buffering the
more traditional aspects of the organization” (p. e19). An organization may create
new positions or programs to address the immediate conflict while maintaining
the status quo. An example is the concern that preschool programs in the private
sector focus more on caregiving at the expense of educating the children they
serve. (The opposite is a criticism of the public school programs.) In response to
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this criticism, some childcare centers are using assessments traditionally utilized
by public school preschool programs. The centers compile individual reports from
these assessments and send them with the children as they enter public school
kindergarten. It is difficult for an outsider to determine whether the assessment
impacts educational practices or is an add-on in order to address the criticism
and maintain the status quo of day-to-day routines. If this situation describes an
add-on unit without real change to the curriculum, this becomes an example of
how organizational differentiation and micropolitics works to maintain control or
power of the organization.
Institutionalism
According to McCabe and Sipple (2011), “the basic premise of institutional
theory is that organizations function among a larger set of organizations with
similar functions and goals” (p. e15). They indicate that organizations adopt
practices or structures to enhance their perception among the larger organization
when there is little evidence that the practice will improve quality (p. e15). Some
may argue that such is the case with preschool programs and PreK-3 alignment.
The value of preschool education stems from small studies conducted under
highly regulated conditions. Two of these studies, the HighScope Perry
Preschool Study in Ypsilanti, Michigan and the Carolina Abecedarian Project in
North Carolina, yielded promising, long-term results. Advocates for the expansion
of preschool programs repeatedly cite these studies.
In an effort to replicate the results of the Perry Preschool Project and the
Abecedarian Project on a larger scale, educators, researchers, and some policy
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makers have identified components of these programs that could be easily
incorporated into the public school structure. Most of these proposals exclude
critical components of the programs that were studied, such as small class sizes,
low numbers of overall participants, high per pupil expenditures, and time
dedicated to home visits. Advocates are so focused on finding solutions to our
educational problems that they may be excluding the very components that made
these projects successful. This alignment with the results of the HighScope and
Abecedarian projects is an example of institutionalism. Early childhood educators
claim preschool programs would produce similar results although large-scale
studies on public school preschool programs are scarce.
Burch (2007) argued, “Institutional theory offers a more nuanced lens for
examining the organizational and institutional conditions that mediate these
reforms, and how they do or do not make their ways into classrooms” (p. 91).
She discusses three constructs of institutionalism related to school improvement:
1) agencies in the organizational field, 2) individuals within the organization field,
and 3) field effects (pp. 86-91).
Agencies in the organizational field
Organizational forces exert external pressures on schools and influence
their practices. Governmental entities impact school systems through the
creation of policies. Other agencies, such as educational consultants,
foundations, grant-makers, and professional organizations, exert pressure on
schools in less obvious ways. These agencies have broad impact because most
are national entities. They have a specific purpose of advancing agendas that
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would prove most favorable to them and support their purposes. They also serve
to spread institutionalism in education. These national organizations and their
influence on schools throughout the country explain why schools in various
locations and with little interactions among themselves adopt similar policies and
practices. Burch (2007) notes,
These firms do much more than serve as intermediaries between policydesign and policy practices; through their interactions with school and
district offices, they act as carriers of broader cultural norms that
frequently reinforce the very practices that reform designs aim to change.
(p. 86)
The critical entities in the organizational field of early childhood and, specifically
PreK-3 alignment, include major foundations that have the goal of advancing
specific agendas. Many foundational agendas serve the public good, so this may
not be entirely negative. The dilemma is realized when the foundational funding
ends leaving the school to figure out how to sustain the innovative programs.
Oftentimes, the innovations cannot be sustained without the foundation’s
additional dollars, so the school returns to its former practices or the new
practices are so diminished that they become non-relevant.
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) is
a professional organization. In the study of PreK-3 alignment, NAEYC wields
great influence upon practices in early childhood programs and school settings.
People inside and outside the educational field rely on NAEYC for guidance
regarding appropriate practices. Critics have claimed that preschool programs in
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the private sector have adhered to NAEYC’s developmentally appropriate
practices (DAP) and focused solely on the social-emotional development of the
child to the exclusion of educating the child. Other critics claim that preschool
programs in the public schools have disregarded NAEYC’s developmentally
appropriate practices and focused solely on standards-based instruction to the
exclusion of developing the whole child.
Individuals within the organizational field
In institutional theory, researchers study influences that impact education
from outside the school but within the broader field of education. They also study
changes that initiate within the school and spread throughout broader systems.
Burch (2007) refers to these changes as bottom-up changes because these
changes do not come from external pressures or top-down initiatives (p. 88).
Others refer to this as a grass-roots effort. The idea of bottom-up changes is
relevant to PreK-3 alignment. At the current time, neither the South Carolina
legislature nor the South Carolina Department of Education has provided any
systematic direction toward PreK-3 alignment. However, I suspect many of these
practices may already be in place in South Carolina’s primary schools. My study
is designed to investigate this possibility. If the practices are in place, they likely
originated at the school level through an individual teacher, principal, or
curriculum specialist.
Field effects
In addition to the impact that agencies have on the organizational field and
the influence that individuals from within an organization exert, Burch (2007)
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reminds us institutional theorists are also “interested in the effects that
interactions across organizations have on the larger reform environment” (p. 90).
This is called field effect. The various outcomes of field effect include the
increased visibility of the problem to those who may not be aware, the creation of
new positions or categories of expertise to focus specifically on the problem, and
the increase of interactions across organizations that are addressing the same
problem (Burch, 2007).
PreK-3 alignment is experiencing the outcomes of field effect. The PreK-3
movement is less than 10 years old. However, foundations, professional
organizations, local schools, state governments, and the federal government are
beginning to speak a common language when they discuss early childhood
initiatives causing PreK-3 alignment to gain momentum. Some states have even
created positions to oversee the coordination of the components of PreK-3
alignment into a seamless system.
As part of this study, I anticipated discovering which components of PreK3 alignment were consistently implemented, inconsistently implemented, or
completely omitted in South Carolina primary schools. The implementation of
particular components and the omission of others would likely reside within the
theoretical frameworks of micropolitical theory and institutionalism and likely be
based upon issues of power whether or not the participants realized it.
Validity, Trustworthiness, and the Research Process
Research validity or trustworthiness was primarily addressed through the
verification procedures of triangulation of data and clarification of researcher bias
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(Glesne, 2006). I utilized multiple data collection methods in this study. A
questionnaire that contained a rating scale and open-ended questions was
designed for the study. I obtained general information about the schools from
district and school websites. I located student achievement data and poverty
levels on the SC Department of Education website. Through the use of multiple
methods of data collection, I was able to relate the findings from each source to
obtain a clearer understanding of the implementation of PreK-3 alignment within
primary schools across SC.
In addition to the triangulation of data, I also utilized clarification of
researcher bias to increase the trustworthiness of my research. I have reflected
upon my own subjectivity regarding PreK-3 alignment. Having served as a
kindergarten teacher and as an administrator over curriculum in the past, I know
that my background in early childhood education informs my knowledge of
specific practices within this initiative. While I consider all six components of
PreK-3 alignment important to the overall educational experience of the young
child, I acknowledge that I view certain components as critical to student
achievement. I am aware that I noticed or focused on certain practices during my
interpretation of the results given my background experiences. I made an effort to
be consciously aware of this focus by asking myself what I was noticing and why.
In addition to my background as an early childhood educator, I have
served as principal of the same primary school for seven years. My position in
administration provided me with an avenue to access the perspectives of other
primary school principals in SC. Among most participants, there was a sense of
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collegiality due to the responsibilities and challenges of performing similar roles.
Trust is associated with collegiality although I had only met one of the primary
school principals that met the criteria for the study. I believe it was trust based on
collegiality that resulted in 70% of the questionnaires being completed.
Methodology
Research philosophy
I chose to structure A Descriptive Study of PreK-3 Alignment in South
Carolina: Implications for Primary School Education as a qualitative descriptive
study because I wanted to determine the levels of implementation of the PreK-3
components, identify practices that principals considered to impact student
achievement, and document student achievement levels at SC’s primary schools.
The qualitative descriptive study is useful in documenting a phenomenon being
examined and in providing straightforward information to persons interested in
the topic.
Participant selection
The sampling strategy utilized in this study was criterion sampling
because participants were “made up of individuals who fit particular predetermined criteria” (Hatch, 2007, p. 235). Twenty-three South Carolina primary
school principals were selected for this study because I determined that they
were more likely to have familiarity and experience with the components of PreK3 alignment. The schools in which these primary school principals serve included
a student population concentrated in the early childhood years beginning with
preschool.
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Research site
Twenty-four primary schools in South Carolina serve preschoolers through
second graders. However, I served as principal of one of those primary schools,
so 23 schools were included in the study. These schools included a variety of
poverty levels and student achievement levels. They were geographically located
throughout the entire state of South Carolina.
Research questions
I attempted to answer these questions through this study:
1.

Which components of PreK-3 alignment are being implemented
in primary schools in South Carolina?
a. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are consistently
implemented?
b. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are inconsistently
implemented?
c. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are omitted?

2.

Which PreK-3 alignment practices have the greatest and least
impact on student achievement based on principals’
perceptions?

3.

What is the level of student achievement in primary schools in
South Carolina?
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Sources of data collection
Questionnaire
This study relied on a questionnaire and document review as data
collection methods. The questionnaire consisted of the closed-form and openended format to allow participants the opportunity to provide more detailed
explanations or to convey his or her perceptions regarding questions. The
questionnaire also provided the most efficient way of collecting consistent
information from 23 primary school principals in South Carolina.
The literature review revealed no specific instrument that would measure
exactly what I hope to measure in this study. Therefore, the questionnaire I
utilized in the current study was adapted from the “Leadership to Integrate the
Learning Continuum” (LINC) Principal Survey (2008) created by the Center for
the Study of Educational Policy at Illinois State University with support from The
McCormick Foundation. Since the current study focused on the implementation
of PreK-3 alignment in South Carolina’s primary schools, I patterned my
questionnaire after the LINC survey designed for principals instead of preschool
directors. In addition, I referred to the National Center for Early Development and
Learning Multi-State Study of Pre-Kindergarten Questionnaire for PreKindergarten Administrators: Directors/Principals/Supervisors (2001-2003) in the
development of the questionnaire for this study. This questionnaire focuses on
preschool. However, it does collect information on transitions and family
engagement.
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Documents and student achievement
In addition to gathering data through the questionnaire, I collected data
through the SC Department of Education website. The website included
information on the school report card ratings for these 23 primary schools. It also
included each school’s 2012 and 2013 federal ESEA ratings. ESEA ratings for
South Carolina primary schools are based on third grade student achievement
the year following students’ attendance at the primary school.
Research findings
I found that principals indicated consistent implementation of 51% of the
total practices associated with PreK-3 alignment. Principals indicated
inconsistent implementation of 36% of practices. Twelve percent of practices
were omitted in schools and one percent of practices were left unanswered by
the participants. In consideration of the six components of PreK-3 alignment,
three components had higher rates of consistent implementation. Those
components included: Component 2: Transitions between Programs (63.1%),
Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments
(58.3%), and Component 4: Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning
Environments (56.3%). Component 5: Quality Educators and School Leadership
and Component 6: Family Engagement and Community Partnerships had higher
levels of inconsistent implementation at 60% and 43% respectively. Component
1: Program Access/School Organization was omitted the most often at 43%.
Principals identified full-day programs, reading interventions, and
communication with parents as practices having the greatest impact on student
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achievement. They identified the frequent introduction of new literacy programs,
basal reading programs, summer and holiday care, and class sizes as having the
least impact on student achievement.
Student achievement as reflected by the schools’ ESEA ratings ranged
from A – F. Schools rated A’s across SC’s three main geographic regions. The
midland region had the largest number at 11 out of 24 total primary schools. This
region also included ratings at every level. Poverty levels in SC’s primary schools
ranged from 20.67% to 99.59%. Schools at the lowest and highest levels of
poverty scored A’s on their ESEA ratings. Six out of nine principals (67%) of
schools that scored A’s on their ESEA ratings ranked Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments as having the highest level
of implementation.
Dissertation Overview
Chapter 2 of this dissertation provides a review of the literature related to
PreK-3 alignment and how the current study on the implementation of PreK-3
alignment in South Carolina will contribute to the literature on this topic. It
includes sections on reading proficiency and the need for PreK-3 alignment,
preschool as a component of PreK-3 alignment, the fade out effect, the
components of PreK-3 alignment, early PreK-3 programs, recent reports, and the
need for additional studies.
Chapter 3 describes the qualitative descriptive study and the methods I
used to obtain the principals’ perceptions and outlines the research setting, the
population selected, and justification for those selections. This chapter also
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describes the instrument that I utilized and concepts determined through the
questionnaire. Data collection protocols and plans for data analysis are included.
Chapter 4 provides the findings to the research objectives. I obtained
levels of implementation of components of PreK-3 alignment through
questionnaires of South Carolina’s primary school principals and utilized school
accountability ratings based on student achievement data available through the
South Carolina Department of Education website’s research portal.
Chapter 5 discusses the results related to each of the research objectives.
Findings include: the consistent implementation of 51% of the total practices
associated with PreK-3 alignment, the inconsistent implementation of 36% of
practices, and 12% percent of omitted practices. (One percent of practices were
left unanswered.) Three components had higher rates of consistent
implementation. Those components included: Component 2: Transitions between
Programs (63.1%), Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, and Assessments (58.3%), and Component 4: Instructional
Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments (56.3%). The component
with the highest level of inconsistent implementation was Component 5: Quality
Educators and School Leadership (60%). The component omitted the ost often
was Component 1: Program Access/School Organization (43%).
Full-day programs, reading interventions, and communication with parents
were practices identified by principals as having the greatest impact on student
achievement. Frequent changing of literacy programs, basal reading programs,
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summer and holiday care, and class sizes were practices identified by principals
as having the least impact on student achievement.
Student achievement as reflected by the schools’ ESEA ratings ranged
from A – F. Schools located in SC’s three main geographic regions received A’s
on their ESEA ratings. The midlands had the largest number of primary schools
and had ESEA scores at every level. Poverty levels in SC’s primary schools span
a wide range. Schools at the lowest and highest levels of poverty scored A’s on
their ESEA ratings with all levels between. Six out of nine principals of schools
that scored A’s on their ESEA ratings ranked Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments as having the highest level
of implementation. Along with the interpretation of results, I included implications
for practice and recommendations for future research in the final chapter as well.
Conclusion
PreK-3 alignment has great promise as a reform initiative. Some early
childhood experts and foundations believe it has the potential to significantly
impact literacy achievement in the U.S. However, few studies have been
conducted on PreK-3 alignment, specifically on the implementation levels, and
the potential impact on student achievement. Through this study, I attempted to
fill that gap in the literature. I obtained information mainly through questionnaires
of primary school principals since they have an overall knowledge of programs
within their schools. This study has the potential to contribute to the knowledge of
PreK-3 alignment and to influence practices in schools that serve young children.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
The Foundation for Child Development (n.d.) defines PreK-3 alignment
(also referred to as PreK-3 approach, PreK-3 model, PreK-3 system, and PreK-3
research) as an approach that “connects and integrates the learning experiences
of children ages three to eight, from prekindergarten through grade three” (“What
is PK-3?” para. 1). In fact, it may have been the Foundation for Child
Development that first used the term. Nyhan (2011) explained:
The term only began emerging in 2003. The Foundation for Child
Development (FCD), a small New York City-based philanthropy, had been
developing the concept for two years, refining it as a grant-making
strategy that could improve school readiness and narrow the achievement
gap between low-income and higher-income students. (p. 13)
Some researchers refer to PreK-3 alignment as a movement, reform, or
continuum. Mead (2011) argued, “PreK-3rd is a national movement of schools,
districts, educators, and universities seeking to improve how children from ages 3
to 8 learn and develop in schools” (p. 2). Traylor (2012) called PreK-3 “a reform
based on the idea that the separation of early childhood and early elementary
education is counterproductive for teacher and students” (p. 51). Brown and
Bogard (2007) referred to it as a continuum and indicate, “The “PK-3 Continuum”
– is based on high standards/expectations, shared vision and leadership
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between the principal and teachers, and continuity of learning experiences
across these early grades” (p. 1).
Reading Proficiency and the Need for PreK-3 Alignment
Researchers recognize third grade as a critical juncture for children. Third
grade reading proficiency is considered to be a strong indicator of future success
in school and for high school graduation. Takanishi (2010) says, “Children who
are not proficient…by the end of third grade are unlikely to catch up. Many will
become discouraged and drop out of school, emotionally at first and physically
when they are able to walk out the door” (p. 29). Other researchers and
organizations (Guernsey & Mead, 2010; Manvell, Maxwell, & Fleming, 2011;
National League of Cities Institute for Youth, Education & Families, 2012) concur
with this bleak outcome for students. As we recognize the importance of third
grade reading proficiency, we also recognize that our third graders are not
reaching that benchmark.
In the 2012 report “Double Jeopardy: How Third-Grade Reading Skills and
Poverty Influence High School Graduation” commissioned by the Annie E. Casey
Foundation, Hernandez found that 16% of children with the single risk factor of
not reading proficiently by third grade do not graduate from high school by age
19. Two risk factors of not reading proficiently by third grade and poverty
experience increases this figure to 26%. Children with three risk factors who are
not reading proficiently by third grade, have experienced poverty, and live in
high-poverty neighborhoods are at the greatest risk because 35% of these
children do not graduate high school by age 19 (pp. 6 – 12). Hernandez states,
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“Children who have lived in poverty and are not reading proficiently in third grade
are about three times more likely to dropout or fail to graduate from high school
than those who have never been poor” (p. 8). Children in poverty often find
themselves in low-quality schools without any alignment between programs.
They are trying to navigate a system that is disjointed. These children face
incredible odds to become proficient readers by the end of third grade. Third
grade reading matters and poverty matters. As Ritchie et al. (2010) argue, “In
spite of decades of educational reform, we still face persistent achievement gaps
between minority and nonminority students, children who are poor and those who
are not, and English language learners and native English speakers” (p. 163).
Hernandez (2012) concurs:
About 31 percent of poor African-American students and 33 percent of
poor Hispanic students who did not hit the third grade proficiency mark
failed to graduate. These rates are greater than those for White students
with poor reading skills. But the racial and ethnic graduation gaps
disappear when students master reading by the end of third grade and are
not living in poverty. (p. 5)
These data show that our children must be supported at the earliest educational
levels to positively impact reading proficiencies and provide better outcomes for
school success.
Traylor (2012) notes, “Evidence abounds that the current system is failing
large numbers of children and that the failure begins early” (p. 48). We cannot
wait until the achievement gap widens and children become discouraged
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learners before we intervene. We must support our youngest learners early
before there are reading struggles. We must support them early with quality
preschool and primary school programs that are coordinated. We must support
them through PreK-3 alignment.
PreK as a Component of PreK-3 Alignment
There are distinct differences between what is meant by PreK and PreK-3
alignment. PreK typically refers to programs that occur prior to the kindergarten
year when a child is age 5, hence the “K” in PreK. The programs are also
referred to as preschool programs because kindergarten is generally considered
the initial grade of the public school system. PreK or preschool programs serve
three- and four-year-old children. They vary widely as they are located in forprofit centers, public schools, churches, Head Start centers, and home-based
centers. Some offer full-day programs while others offer half-day programs.
Some focus on early education and care; others focus solely on the care of the
child. The importance of preschool has been acknowledged for many years.
When children attend high quality preschools, they enter kindergarten with
advantages over similar children who did not have the same experiences. The
benefits of participation in quality preschools have been well documented (Boots,
2005; Graves, 2006; Kauerz, 2009; Nyhan, 2011; Reynolds, 2000; Reynolds et
al., 2006; Sullivan, 2012). Until recently, the focus has been the addition of the
preschool year (for four-year-olds) on the front end of the K-12 structure as a way
to improve education in the United States. Less attention has been given to
PreK-3 alignment.
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PreK-3 alignment is the coordination of high quality, full-day preschool
experiences for three- and four-year-old children with high-quality, full-day
kindergarten programs followed by high-quality primary or early elementary
grades 1-3. There are several components of PreK-3 alignment to ensure that
high quality programs are in place and learning connections are made throughout
the system. In PreK-3 alignment, full-day preschool for three-year-olds is the
initial component upon which other components build. Therefore, it is not a
matter of choosing between PreK and PreK-3 alignment.
PreK-3 alignment builds upon and incorporates a high-quality PreK
program. Both are necessary in order for children to have the opportunity to
reach their full potential. As Takanishi and Kauerz (2008) stated:
One or two years of early childhood education would not be sufficient to
sustain gains in achievement over the long term. For low-income children,
sustaining the gains made as a result of attending high-quality
prekindergarten (PK) programs requires continuing to provide them with
high-quality learning experiences into the elementary school years. (p.
480)
The advantages gained from attending a high-quality preschool program must be
sustained through third grade when children become proficient readers. Indeed, it
would be wasteful to spend money on high quality preschool programs and not
sustain the gains from those programs. Graves (2006) noted that PreK-3
alignment “not only can lift student achievement dramatically, but also multiply
the benefits of investments in PK” (p. 7).
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Other researchers agreed and spoke to the investments made into PreK
and getting the most from those investments by providing PreK-3 alignment to
sustain the gains (Bogard, 2003; Boots, 2005; Foundation for Child
Development, 2008; Raskin, Haar, & Zierdt, 2011; Ritchie, Clifford, Malloy, Cobb,
& Crawford, 2010; Sullivan, 2012). Shore (2009) summarized, “When schools
link PreK education with the elementary grades, creating a common
organizational structure and coherent sets of academic and social goals, the
gains that children make in high-quality PreK programs are more likely to persist”
(p. 6).
Preschool and the Fade Out Effect
Previous studies on early childhood programs, such as the HighScope
Perry Preschool Project, The Carolina Abecedarian (ABC) Project, and the
Chicago Child-Parent Centers (CPC) Program, have documented the positive
impact of these programs on students’ cognitive and social achievements
(Schweinhart, 2011, p. 141). These studies note immediate gains in achievement
in kindergarten over similar students who did not participate in a preschool
program. In addition, longitudinal studies have documented positive effects of
these early programs well into adulthood and have credited them with improving
graduation rates, increasing job stability, producing higher incomes, and creating
stability in relationships. The programs are also credited with reducing dropout
rates and crime (Schweinhart, p. 141). As Boots (2005) concluded, “Low-income
children participating in model PK-3 programs earned more, paid more in taxes,
and were less likely to need remedial education or commit a crime” (p. 5).
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Studies such as these support the advancement of universal full-day
preschool, which means that all three- and four-year-old children should be
offered the opportunity to attend full-day preschool programs. With these results,
particularly the longitudinal results, it would seem that universal preschool is the
solution that is needed in public education today.
Other studies point to the failure of preschool programs to make a
difference in long-term student achievement and counter the claims made by
universal preschool proponents indicating that the initial gains shown through
participation in those programs are not evident a year or two later. Schweinhart
(2011) notes,
Several major studies of the effects of early childhood programs have
found only modest short-term effects. The Head Start Family and Child
Experiences Survey (FACES) study (Zill et al., 2003), the Head Start
Impact study (Bell, Cook, & Lopez, 2005), and a five-state preschool study
(Barnett et al., 2005) found only modest short-term effects on children’s
literacy and social skills and parents’ behavior, casting doubt on whether
these programs will have worthwhile long-term effects or return on
investment. (p. 141)
The discrepancies in early childhood studies are in part attributable to the
“fade out” effect. Raskin, Haar, and Zierdt (2011) define fade out as occurring
“when the achievement gains noted in students who have experienced full-day
kindergarten diminish as students progress through the primary grades” (p. 4).
Opponents of universal preschool caution against the financial investment in
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early education programs only to have the benefits fade in such a short time.
Sullivan-Dudzic, Gearns, and Leavell (2010) indicate, “A growing number of
studies caution educators and policy makers on investing their funding in early
childhood education due to the possibility of a fade-out effect” (p. 103).
Opponents support their claims that preschool programs do not have lasting
impact by pointing to third grade standardized test results. They note that if the
gains persisted longer than a single year, more U.S. third graders would be
reading proficiently at the initial level of standardized testing.
In fact, both the proponents and the opponents of universal preschool are
correct in their analyses. Kauerz (2006) addresses this issue by stating,
The fade-out effect of achievement during the elementary years may
cause some to rush to judgment about the efficacy of PK [preschool] and
FDK [full-day kindergarten], concluding that such early childhood
programs are not beneficial to children and therefore are a waste of time
and resources. Such a conclusion, however, would be premature and
overly broad. (p. 2)
Shore (2009) reminds us, “High quality Prekindergarten programs have been
shown to benefit children, boosting the kinds of learning and thinking skills that
are needed for later achievement. But researchers have long known that without
sustained follow-up, these gains fade in the elementary grades” (p. 6). This
sustained follow-up does not happen in low-quality primary or early elementary
schools that lack aligned and coordinated programs, which is where children in
high poverty often are educated.
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Researchers point to several reasons for the fading out of gains made in
preschool programs. Two prevailing reasons include the lack of quality instruction
experienced by children in the primary grades and the lack of alignment between
standards, curriculum, instruction, and assessment among the various programs
that children navigate following preschool (Bogard &Takanishi, 2005; Center for
the Study of Educational Policy, n.d.; Kauerz, 2006; Sullivan, 2012; Takanishi,
2011; Takanishi & Kauerz, 2008). Unfortunately, it is widely recognized that
many children are educated in low quality primary grades. Bredekamp (2010) of
the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) states,
“Research reveals that students are exposed to low-quality instruction in primarygrade classrooms” (p. 144). Children living in poverty are particularly at risk.
Manvell, Maxwell, and Fleming (2011) indicate that this low quality instruction is
related to the achievement gap. They state, “The current educational system not
only does little to close learning gaps that exist prior to school entry, but may
actually contribute to their widening” (p. 7).
If the system contributes to the widening of achievement gaps based on
the current structures, then the system should be able to narrow the gap by
aligning that structure differently. That is the basis of the rationale for the PreK-3
alignment approach. Manvell et al. (2011) support this alignment as a means for
addressing the fade-out, as they indicate, “The rationale for a PreK-3 approach is
based not only on the fragmentation of early education opportunities but also on
the need to prevent the well-documented fade-out of the benefits of early
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education” (p. 8). Fade out is more likely to occur if schools are not
implementing components of PreK-3 alignment to counter this effect.
In order to implement PreK-3 alignment to fight against fade out for our
children, we must understand the various components. With several
organizations offering their versions of the components of PreK-3 alignment, it is
important to determine how these components are consistent and how they are
different.
Components of PreK-3 Alignment
Researchers, foundations, and universities create similar lists with
overlapping components of PreK-3 alignment, but their lists vary on the number
of components and the details. These varying lists make it difficult to clearly
identify the components and to determine the implementation level of the
components in schools. As the Foundation for Child Development indicated,
PK-3 components are drawn from the literature on effective schools,
intervention/prevention, early childhood education, and developmental
science….Strong principal leadership, high quality teachers and
classroom environments, and coordination of curricular approaches as
well as high expectations for all children are widely cited in the effective
schools literature….While we have some knowledge about the
effectiveness of high quality PK programs and some K 12 research that
indicates effective practices in schools, these two literatures have evolved
in isolation without the recognition that schooling is an accumulative
process that begins in PK and continues into elementary school and
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beyond. PK-3 research aims to address this gap, and inform education
practice and policy so that all children’s learning opportunities are
maximized. (“What are the Components of PK-3?” para. 1)
I examined the components outlined by the Erikson Institute (Manvell et
al., 2011), the Foundation for Child Development (Mead, 2011), Grantmakers for
Education (2006), The Center for the Study of Educational Policy supported by
the McCormick Foundation (n.d.), the National League of Cities Institute for
Youth, Education and Families (n.d.), and the National Association of Elementary
School Principals Foundation (n.d.), and identified six broad school-level
components that occur with consistency on most lists: (1) Program
Access/School Organization, (2) Transitions between Programs, (3) Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments, (4) Instructional
Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments, (5) Quality Educators and
School Leadership, and (6) Family Engagement and Community Partnerships.
Tables 2.1 and 2.2 illustrate the PreK-3 components identified by these six
organizations and show the categorization of their components into six broad
categories.
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Table 2.1: Components of PreK-3 Alignment (Components 1 – 3)	
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Components of
PreK-3 Alignment

Erikson Institute
–
4 Components
(Manvell et al.)

Foundation for
Child
Development –
5 Components
(Mead)

Grantmakers for
Education – 6
Key Elements

McCormick
Foundation –
7 Features

National League
of Cities – 10
Elements

1. Program
Access/School
Organization

Access to a
continuum of
educational
opportunities that
begins at age
three

Public responsibility
for full-school-day
education starting
at age three;
School organization

Pre-K available
for all 3- and 4year olds; full-day
kindergarten

Structural
features that
increase
intensity, length,
and quality of
programs

Access to quality
early education;
Formal
partnerships or
governance
structures;
Creative funding
strategies
Programs to
facilitate smooth
transitions

2. Transitions

3. Alignment of
Standards,
Curriculum,
Instruction, &
Assessments

	
  

Smooth
transitions

Alignment of
educational goals,
standards,
assessments, and
teaching
strategies

Aligned and
coordinated
educational
strategies and
resources;
Assessment and
accountability

Aligned
curriculum,
standards and
assessments
across grades
PK-3

Aligned
standards,
curriculum, and
assessment
best practices

Alignment of
standards,
curricula, teaching
practices, and
assessments;
Communication
and data sharing

National
Assoc. of
Elementary
School
Principals –
6 Standards
Universal
opportunities for
high-quality
early childhood
programs

High-quality
early childhood
programs,
principles and
practices
High-quality
curriculum and
instructional
practices;
Multiple
assessments

	
  

Table 2.2: Components of PreK-3 Alignment (Components 4 – 6)	
  	
  
	
  
Components of
PreK-3
Alignment

Erikson Institute –
4 Components
(Manvell et al.)

4. Instructional
Approaches &
Classroom
Learning
Environments

Comprehensive
curricula and
instructional
practices that
promote the
development and
learning of the whole
child
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5. Quality
Educators &
School
Leadership

Collaborative
professional
development and
planning

6. Family
Engagement &
Community
Partnerships

Connections among
families, schools,
and communities

	
  

	
  

Foundation for
Child
Development –
5 Components
(Mead)
Classroom as
learning
environment;
Child-centered &
teacher-directed
approaches;
Student-teacher
ratios
rd
PreK-3 teachers
with the same
qualifications &
compensation;
Principal
leadership
Family and
community
engagement;
Reporting student
progress;
Accountability to
parents

Grantmakers for
Education – 6
Key Elements

McCormick
Foundation –
7 Features

National
League of
Cities – 10
Elements

Consistent
instructional
approaches and
learning
environments;

Push-down of
policies and practices
from K-12 systems,
and push-up of
policies and practices
from early programs;
Common definitions
of student readiness
and proficiency and
shared assessments

School quality
and
organization

Small class sizes

Teachers in all
classrooms
possess at least
a BA, and are
certified in
grades PK-3
Partnership
between the
school and
families with
active parent
engagement

National Assoc.
of Elementary
School
Principals –
6 Standards
Appropriate
learning
environments for
young children

Qualified
teachers and
administrators

Communication,
coordination, and
knowledge-sharing;
Comprehensive,
integrated family
support services

Parent
engagement
and family
supports;
Public
awareness of
the importance
of early
education

Families and
community
organizations to
support children
at home, in the
community, and
in programs

	
  
Early Programs Related to PreK-3 Alignment
The concept of PreK-3 alignment is not entirely new. Several programs in
the 1960s and 1970s showed the benefits of combining early interventions, such
as preschool with extended programs into the primary or early elementary years.
These studies include the Carolina Abecedarian Project, the Head Start/Follow
Through, and the Chicago Child-Parent Center and Expansion Program. The
National Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration
Project conducted in the 1990s was designed to look at benefits of extended
follow through into the early years of education (Boots, 2005; Graves, 2006;
Reynolds et al., 2006; Sullivan, 2012).
The Abecedarian (ABC) Project in rural North Carolina in 1972 included
low-income children beginning at four months of age. Boots (2005) reported, “In
a randomized design, some children also received a school-based program that
continued through age eight. Children who received both the prekindergarten
services as well as the enriched school based program produced the greatest
gains in school performance” (pp. 4 - 5).
Head Start/Follow Through (HS/FT) offered services in the public schools
beginning in 1967. Reynolds et al. (2006) described it as “an effort to enhance
children’s transitions between preschool and the early elementary grades for lowincome children, thereby strengthening long-term success in school” (p. 7).
Through this program, the interventions of Head Start were connected with the
public schools. It was evident early on that a preschool program alone would be
insufficient to sustain gains realized through early interventions and that follow up
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services would be important. Reynolds et al. (2006) explained, “Although it is
difficult to know precisely the added value…due to sample limitations, this
research does generally indicate that enhancements in the quality of schools in
the early grades promote children’s educational success with or without earlier
intervention” (p. 10).
The National Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition
Demonstration Project (HST) was initiated from 1991 to 1998 in 31 sites
(Reynolds, Magnuson, & Ou, 2009, p. 1122) to determine the benefit of
extending Head Start services through the early years of elementary school. In
essence, the project re-visited the concept of the 1967 Head Start/Follow
Through (HS/FT) Project. Reynolds et al. (2006) found “there was no difference
in the HST schools and children in the control groups. The lack of effects was
attributed to the implementation of the programs. Only about 20% of the sites
implemented high quality programs” (p. 12).
The Chicago Child-Parent Center (CPC) and Expansion Program was
initiated in 1967 and was funded by the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA) of 1965. The CPC program began at four sites in 1967 and
expanded to 25 sites by the 1980s (Reynolds et al., 2009, p. 1122). It is a PreK-3
approach that includes preschool and extended interventions into the primary or
early elementary grades and support services for children and families (Boots,
2005; Sullivan, 2012). Reynolds et al. (2006) noted, “The main strength of the
CPC model is that it provides a unified system of PK-3 education within a publicschool framework. Consequently, the key principles of continuity, organization,
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instruction, and family services are more integrated than in other PK-3 models”
(p. 13). Children who participated in the CPC model showed higher academic
achievement than children with no intervention. Children who participated in the
preschool program and the follow-up programs had higher gains than
participation in only the preschool program alone or the follow-up program alone.
The longer children participated, the longer the effect of the benefits (pp. 10-11).
Since the implementation of these early interventions for children, such as
preschool, educators have been aware that any gains must be sustained through
extended programs into the primary or early elementary years. However, instead
of advocating for these extended programs in addition to preschool, the sole
focus became the addition of preschool programs with little mention of alignment
of programs following the preschool years. In President Obama’s State of the
Union address on February 12, 2013, for example, he indicated his awareness of
studies on the benefits of preschool education. He advocated universal preschool
for our youngest learners by stating,
Study after study shows that the sooner a child begins learning, the better
he or she does down the road. But today, fewer than 3 in 10 four yearolds are enrolled in a high-quality preschool program. Most middle-class
parents can’t afford a few hundred bucks a week for a private
preschool. And for poor kids who need help the most, this lack of access
to preschool education can shadow them for the rest of their lives. So
tonight, I propose working with states to make high-quality preschool
available to every single child in America. (para. 39)
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It is significant to the advancement of universal preschool that President Obama
acknowledges the benefits of preschool programs to student achievement. This
is certainly consistent with the message from early childhood educators and
researchers.
However, it must be recognized by early childhood advocates that one or
two years of preschool without follow-up into the primary or early elementary
years will not develop proficient readers by third grade. Reynolds et al. (2009)
summarized the situation by stating,
The elements of and basic philosophy of PK-3 have existed for decades
but have not had the high priority afforded to preschool and kindergarten
programs. Current PK-3 initiatives attempt to alter the balance of priorities
toward a more comprehensive approach to early childhood development.
(p. 1122)
Additional studies on PreK-3 alignment are necessary to illustrate the benefits of
creating a seamless system of learning from preschool through third grade.
Proponents of PreK-3 alignment advocate that high quality early childhood
programs (preschools and kindergartens) coupled with effective early literacy
practices in first and second grades are necessary in order for children to
develop foundational reading skills by third grade. A more comprehensive
approach is needed.
Recent Studies on PreK-3 Alignment
Recent studies and reports related to PreK-3 alignment (Center for the
Study of Educational Policy, n.d.; Kauerz, 2009) have analyzed state-level
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policies and components that can be mandated through the passing of laws,
such as teacher certification, full-day kindergarten, preschool programs, and
statewide learning standards. Case studies and reports (National League of
Cities Institute for Youth, Education, & Families, 2012; Nyhan, 2011) have
documented the work of foundations or civic organizations in particular schools
or areas of the country. Still other studies (Leadership to Integrate the Learning
Continuum (LINC), 2009; Reynolds et al., 2006; Weitstock, 2010) have focused
on some of the practices of PreK-3 alignment, such as the offering of preschool
or the collaboration between early care directors and primary school principals as
children transition from the early care programs (preschool programs) into public
school programs.
Studies on PreK-3 alignment as an approach to student achievement at
the school level are limited. Studies that report on practices beyond the transition
to the kindergarten year and analyze the continuity of practices into the first and
second grade years are not easily located. Research that determines the current
levels of implementation of PreK-3 alignment and the potential impact at the
school level is needed. This information will be useful in order for this approach
to become broadly implemented and make a difference in student achievement.
The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99
(ECLS-K) was sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
part of the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences. In the
report From Kindergarten Through Third Grade: Children’s Beginning School
Experiences, the fourth report from the National Center for Education Statistics
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issued utilizing data from the ECLS-K, Rathbun, West, and Hausken (2004)
explain that the ECLS-K study “selected a nationally representative sample of
kindergartners in the fall of 1998 and [followed] these children through the spring
of fifth grade. The study [collected] information directly from the children and their
families, teachers, and schools” (p. iii).
The ECLS-K included a wide variety of questions and did not focus solely
on the components of PreK-3 alignment. Instead, the ECLS-K (1998) questioned
a wide range of school practices that occur during the first four years of school.
Although some researchers have utilized the data from this study to present
findings related to PreK-3 alignment, the data were not gathered as part of a
study designed to document the implementation of specific practices relating to
PreK-3 alignment.
Although not initially designed to study PreK-3 alignment, Reynolds et al.
(2009) noted their use of data from the ECLS-K, 1998 to “explore the prevalence
of PK-3 program components for public-school children…and the associations
between program components and children’s academic success” (p. 1127). The
researchers offered encouraging possibilities between the implementation of
components of PreK-3 alignment and third grade student achievement. The
results were encouraging enough to warrant further studies. Analyses of these
findings indicate that even when children do not experience all PreK-3
components, they still perform better than children receiving fewer or none of the
components. Reynolds et al. (2009) noted,
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Descriptive findings illustrate that by third grade, children who do not
experience the PK-3 program components are further behind their peers
on a number of important indicators of school success...Children who
experience half of the PK-3 components perform better than those who do
not, but less well than children who experience all components,
demonstrating the importance of the accumulation of multiple components
of the PK-3 program. (p. 17)
Brown and Bogard (2007) also used data from the ECLS-K and found that
PreK-3 school-based resources related to positive outcomes for children (p. 4).
Brown and Bogard indicated, “Our choice of measures was guided by a PK-3
framework….However, little research has examined multiple PK-3 school-based
resources simultaneously in predicting academic and behavioral outcomes in the
third grade” (p. 3). In the current study, I propose to determine the levels of
implementation of the components of PreK-3 alignment in twenty-three of South
Carolina’s primary schools.
Need for Additional Research
The four major studies focused on extending the preschool outcomes into
the primary years were the Carolina Abecedarian Project, the Head Start/Follow
Through, the Chicago Child-Parent Center and Expansion Program, and the
National Head Start/Public School Early Childhood Transition Demonstration
Project. Since those studies, researchers and foundations have collected
information on the various components of PreK-3 alignment controlled by the
states, such as state-supported preschool programs, state-mandated full-day

54

	
  
kindergarten, adoption of curriculum standards, and teacher certification. Most of
the recent research has documented the implementation of those components at
state levels (Ackerman, Barnett, & Robin, 2005; DeCesare, 2004; Kauerz, 2005;
Walston & West, 2004).
While it is important to know the state structures in place to support PreK3 alignment, many of the components of the movement are controlled at the
school level. We know very little about the implementation of components at local
school levels although implementation at this level may have the greatest impact
on student achievement. For example, although the state may adopt curriculum
standards, the alignment of standards, curriculum, instruction, and assessment
within the school and among the grade levels will make the difference in student
achievement. Studies need to be conducted at the school levels to determine
whether these practices are in place and their impact on student achievement.
Questionnaires can be used to collect the data.
In the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998,
questionnaires were used to survey administrators, teachers, parents, and
students on many components relating to the PreK-3 approach (West, Denton, &
Germino-Hausken, 2000). The Leadership to Integrate the Learning Continuum
(LINC, 2008) from Illinois State University with support from the McCormick
Foundation surveyed principals and childcare directors on the components in
place between the public schools and the childcare centers in Illinois. The survey
addressed school policies and practices, curriculum and teaching practices,
student assessments, professional development practices, barriers to aligning
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and coordinating learning experiences, administrator preparation and
professional development, and cross-sector collaboration.
By assembling information on current practices and the potential impact
on student achievement, educators will be able to determine whether to
incorporate these practices into their schools. This type of information should be
made available to educators in an effort to support them in making informed
decisions. Educators practicing at the school level do not find studies regarding
state policies very relevant to their needs. They need information on practices
over which they have some ownership regarding implementation. Legislators
who spend limited tax dollars on early childhood education need to know how to
achieve the desired outcomes and greatest impact for the money invested. While
state-mandated programs may be a critical starting point, implementation of
components at the school level will be necessary to realize student achievement.
Key Words and Terms
For the purposes of this study, these terms are defined as follows:
Elementary school: school in South Carolina that typically serves children
in grades kindergarten through fifth grade, although some schools may have a
limited number of preschoolers and may not always have grade structures that
include fifth grade. A few schools under the primary school structure (and state
report card system) have elementary school as part of the name of their schools.
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) ratings: Ratings
assigned schools, districts, and the state based on student test results compared
to yearly targets called Annual Measurable Objectives (AMO). Primary schools in
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South Carolina receive ESEA ratings based on third grade test scores of
students who previously attended the primary school during the second grade
year. The ratings are reported to the public as letter grades A – F.
Kindergarten: In SC public schools, this is a full-day program that serves
children who are typically five years old. Kindergarten is mandatory in South
Carolina in that children are to be enrolled in some type of education at five years
of age.
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP): Computer adaptive, online
assessment designed to measure knowledge of skills correlated with standards.
Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) in Portland Oregon
(http://www.nwea.org) developed the MAP assessment. Student scores are
received as a raw score and percentile allowing schools to compare the
performance of their students with students throughout the country.
Palmetto Assessment of State Standards (PASS): South Carolina’s
standardized test administered to students in grades 3 – 8. It is designed to
measure students’ knowledge of the state’s academic standards. It is used as an
accountability measure for educators and schools and can be located on the
South Carolina Department of Education’s website:
http:/ed.sc.gov/agency/programs-services/45/
Poverty index: refers to the poverty level assigned to school populations
according to the percentage of students who qualify for free or reduced meals or
are Medicaid eligible. Each school’s poverty index can be located on the S.C.
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Department of Education’s website: http://ed.sc.gov/data/reportcards/2012/index.cfm
PreK-3: grade structures of preschool through third grade that typically
include children of ages three through eight years. These years are considered
the early childhood years of education.
PreK-3 alignment: a coherent continuum of high quality services designed
for preschoolers (3K & 4K) through third graders.
Preschool (PreK): grades occurring prior to kindergarten when children
are three and four years old. These programs are often referred to as 3K or 4K
depending on the age of the children in those programs.
Primary school: school in South Carolina that serves young children in
grades lower than third grade. In this study, primary school will always identify a
school that serves the full range of preschoolers (3K & 4K) through second
graders. Third graders in SC are typically served in elementary schools.
Primary school report card ratings: ratings assigned to primary schools
based on seven criteria established by the SC State Department of Education.
Criteria include: prime instructional time, student-teacher ratio in core subjects,
teachers with advanced degrees, teachers returning from previous year, percent
of parents attending conferences, days of professional development, and type of
accreditation.
Primary years: early elementary years of education, typically includes
kindergarten through second or third grade.
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Conclusion
As President Obama’s State of the Union Address on February 12, 2013
highlighted, PreK-3 alignment is a timely and important topic. If we move forward
with the provision of universal preschool for our children, and we should, we
need to ensure that the investment is reinforced with PreK-3 alignment. PreK-3
alignment is our best safeguard against fade out. It is our best chance to provide
our children with a solid foundation that will support them throughout their school
careers and into their life careers. It is our best insurance that our investment in
preschool reaps the desired benefits.
In terms of research and documented studies, PreK-3 alignment is a
relatively recent topic. More work is needed to document practices in the field.
Through this study, I collected data on the current implementation of PreK-3
alignment in South Carolina’s primary schools and presented that information
along with the schools’ federal accountability rating based on student
achievement. I believe this study will inform school administrators and influence
state policy makers. In addition, it will contribute to the growing body of research
on PreK-3 alignment. I agree with Maeroff (2006) when he states,
Unprecedented attention to schooling from preschool through third grade
offers greater promise for improving outcomes than almost any other step
that educators might take. As prekindergarten grows universal and
kindergarten expands to fill the entire school day, schools will best sustain
early gains by reinforcing the entirety of primary education. (p. 3)
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Chapter 3
Methodology
A Descriptive Study of PreK-3 Alignment in South Carolina: Implications
for Primary School Education is a qualitative descriptive study designed to
document an early childhood initiative called PreK-3 alignment. PreK-3 alignment
refers to the coordination of practices, programs, and systems at state and local
levels to ensure a high quality, seamless education for children from three to
eight years of age, which typically spans from preschool through third grade.
Advocates of PreK-3 alignment believe that an aligned educational system during
these critical years will positively impact student achievement (Bogard &
Takanishi, 2005; Graves, 2006; Kauerz, 2007; Maeroff, 2006; Manvell et al.,
2011; Ritchie et al., 2009). They believe it is the most promising approach for
improving public education.
A review of the literature reveals the following six broad components as
critical to the PreK-3 initiative: (a) program access to preschool and kindergarten
and the organization of the school; (b) transitions among programs; (c) aligned
curriculum, standards, instruction, and assessments; (d) consistent instructional
approaches and classroom learning environments; (e) quality educators and
school leadership; and (f) family engagement and community partnerships
(Manvell et al., 2011; Nyhan, 2011; Grantmakers for Education, 2006; Center for
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the Study of Educational Policy, (n.d.); National League of Cities, 2012; National
Association of Elementary School Principals Foundation, (n.d.)).
According to Sandelowski (2000), the qualitative descriptive study draws
from the general tenets of naturalistic inquiry and is the least interpretative and
the least theoretical of the qualitative studies. Indeed, most qualitative texts
include phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and narrative studies,
while completely excluding the qualitative descriptive study altogether. However,
it still has an important role in specific situations. It is a useful research method
for documenting a description of the phenomenon being examined. Sandelowski
(2000) states, “Qualitative description is especially amenable to obtaining straight
answers to questions of special relevance to practitioners and policy makers” (p.
337). Through this study, I inform practitioners and policy makers by providing
them information on current practices in South Carolina’s primary schools. While
I am interested in principals’ perspectives on PreK-3 alignment and their reasons
for implementing some practices and omitting others, I seek to determine
principals’ input and perceptions of:
1. Which practices are actually in place in SC’s primary schools,
2. Which practices have the greatest and least impact on student
achievement, and
3. The level of student achievement in SC’s primary schools.
Qualitative descriptive study is the method used to determine the principals’
perceptions.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study is to document the
implementation of PreK-3 alignment in SC primary schools, to identify practices
having the greatest and least impact on student achievement through the
perspectives of primary school principals, and to determine the levels of student
achievement in SC’s primary schools.
Problem Statement
The problem is that neither educators nor policy makers are aware of the
level of implementation of PreK-3 alignment in SC. Documentation does not exist
regarding which components of PreK-3 alignment are being systematically
implemented in our schools. Without this documentation, decision makers cannot
know whether related practices are having a positive impact and should be
replicated.
Rationale for Study
Proponents of PreK-3 alignment believe this approach will make a
significant difference in children’s literacy development. They believe PreK-3
alignment is the most promising solution to the problems facing education today.
However, we do not know how widely these practices are implemented in actual
schools or whether they are having an impact on achievement. A review of the
literature revealed mostly foundational reports and policy briefs and includes few
studies on the implementation of PreK-3 alignment. I read twenty-five reports of
various foundations and thirty-nine policy briefs, but few studies. Of the studies I
was able to locate, most were on individual components of PreK-3 alignment and
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not on the six components as a whole. Therefore, I conducted research to fill this
gap in the literature. Specifically, I sought to understand the levels of
implementation of PreK-3 alignment, the practices having the greatest and least
impact on student achievement, and the levels of student achievement in these
schools.
Research Questions
Research questions include:
1.

Which components of PreK-3 alignment are being implemented
in primary schools in South Carolina?
a. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are consistently
implemented?
b. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are inconsistently
implemented?
c. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are omitted?

2.

Which PreK-3 alignment practices have the greatest and least
impact on student achievement based on principals’
perceptions?

3.

What is the level of student achievement in primary schools in
South Carolina?

Research Design
Description of research design
I gathered information on the current levels of implementation of PreK-3
alignment. The qualitative descriptive design involved the collecting of
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information on South Carolina’s 23 primary schools, the schools’ principals,
practices relating to the components of PreK-3 alignment, and student
achievement data. With so little information available on PreK-3 alignment,
locally and nationally, a description of the practices currently in place is
necessary and a logical beginning point before practices can be evaluated. Most
texts on research designs identify descriptive studies as strictly quantitative (Gall,
Gall, & Borg, 2007). It is difficult to find a reference to a descriptive study
describing a qualitative study. However, before qualitative designs became so
varied, the qualitative descriptive study was routinely utilized when straight
descriptions and comprehensive summaries of phenomena were required
(Sandelowski, 2000). That is precisely what is required in this study. Qualitative
descriptive research designs utilize focus groups, interviews, observations, and
document analysis in the collection of data. I will utilize a questionnaire
containing a rating scale and open-ended questions. I will also utilize document
analysis as I examine student achievement data and school accountability
ratings.
Justification of research design
Very few studies (Kauerz, 2009; Weitstock, 2010) have been conducted
on PreK-3 alignment. Given the importance of this topic and its potential impact
on early childhood education, PreK-3 alignment is an area that should be
researched. With the recent national focus on preschool education as evidenced
by President Obama’s State of the Union Address in February 2013, the need for
research in this area is becoming more urgent. When I initially became aware of
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PreK-3 alignment and the need for this research, I planned to interview principals
about the effectiveness of current practices in schools and compare those
practices with the components of PreK-3 alignment.
As I continued to consider the literature and what it was not saying about
PreK-3 alignment, I returned to the same question over and over, “What is the
current level of implementation of PreK-3 alignment, particularly in South
Carolina?” I needed to have this question answered before interviewing
principals about their perceptions and attitudes regarding the effectiveness of
those practices and this information was not available. I believe the answer to
this question was important to this study as well as informative to others
interested in this topic and in early childhood education in South Carolina. I
ultimately decided that this information should be accumulated through a
qualitative descriptive design.
Data Collection
Questionnaire
I used questionnaires and document review as data collection methods.
Prior to administering the questionnaire, I pilot-tested it with assistant principals
in local schools to determine whether the questions were actually providing
information that I was seeking in the study: the implementation levels of the
components of PreK-3 alignment in primary schools. I requested the participants
in the pilot-study to make suggestions for changes to the questionnaire so it
would better capture the information I was seeking. I made final changes to the
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survey and had them printed. I was aware that appearance of the questionnaire
can impact the response rate, so I considered the visual aspect of it.
In an effort to obtain a higher rate of response, I pre-contacted the
participants through a phone call. I attempted to establish a relationship as a
colleague, since I also serve as a primary school principal in the same state. I
explained the purpose of the study, described the timeline relating to receipt of
the questionnaire, and asked them to commit to participate.
After the phone calls were completed, I mailed the questionnaires with a
cover letter and self-addressed, postage stamped envelope. In the cover letter, I
stated the purpose of the study and its importance to the field of early childhood
education. I emphasized the contributions of South Carolina’s primary school
principals to this study and provided a date for completion. The letter conveyed
how I plan to keep responses confidential during data collection and as I reported
the findings. I offered to share the findings with the participants. Informed
consent procedures were included with the cover letter.
Principals should have been able to answer many questions on the survey
without referring to school documents, such as personnel or attendance forms.
However, there was a significant number of questions that required research in
order to provide an accurate response. The need to access documents in order
to complete the survey made the survey more time-consuming to complete.
Once the survey was complete, the principal returned the survey in a selfaddressed, stamped envelope.
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After receipt of the initial surveys according to the timeline of two weeks, I
followed up with the principals who had not submitted the completed surveys. I
sent another survey as an email attachment.
The questionnaire consisted of the closed-form and open-ended format to
allow participants the opportunity to provide more detailed explanations or to
convey his or her perceptions regarding questions. The questionnaire served to
consistently ask the same questions of all participants and prevented the
researcher from influencing the answers in any way. This was a legitimate
concern given that I perform the same role in schools as the participants in the
study. The questionnaire also provided the most efficient way of collecting
information from 23 primary school principals in South Carolina.
Limitations to the questionnaire included the inability to clarify confusing
questions or to follow up regarding perceptions and beliefs of the participants. An
effort was made to account for differences in meanings of educational terms by
including definitions in the questionnaire. The questionnaire attempted to
determine the level of implementation of the components of PreK-3 alignment. It
was not designed to measure the attitudes or perceptions regarding PreK-3
alignment.
In my review of the literature, I did not find a specific instrument that would
measure exactly what I hope to measure in this study. Therefore, the
questionnaire I utilized in the current study was adapted from the “Leadership to
Integrate the Learning Continuum” (LINC) Principal Survey (2008) created by the
Center for the Study of Educational Policy at Illinois State University with support
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from The McCormick Foundation. In the LINC study, two surveys were utilized,
one for elementary school principals and another for early childhood program
directors. Since the current study focused on the implementation of PreK-3
alignment in South Carolina’s primary schools, I patterned my questionnaire after
the LINC survey designed for principals instead of preschool directors.
The LINC Survey (2008) utilized closed-form questions primarily in the
section of Background Information. It utilized Likert-type rating scales (4 levels)
on the majority of the survey in the following sections: School Policies and
Practices, Curriculum and Teaching Practices, Professional Development
Practices, Student Assessments, and Barriers to Aligning and Coordinating
Learning Experiences. Open-ended questions were also utilized, particularly in
the sections of Principal Preparation and Professional Development and CrossSector Collaboration. The purpose and directions for each section were stated
following the heading of each section. The survey included the definitions of
significant terms. I designed the questionnaire utilized in this study in a similar
format.
Documents and student achievement
In addition to gathering data through the questionnaire, I also collected
data through the South Carolina Department of Education website. This process
included analyses of the school report card ratings for these 23 primary schools.
It included the examination of 2012 and 2013 federal Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) ratings on these schools. In addition to collecting data
from the South Carolina Department of Education website, I also reviewed
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information relating to the components of PreK-3 alignment that was available on
individual school websites although this information varied from school to school
and was not available in any consistent format.
Data Analysis
Data from questionnaire
I utilized the method of content analysis to analyze the data in the study.
Schwandt (2007) defines content analysis as a way of “comparing, contrasting,
and categorizing ” (p. 41) data. While acknowledging that classic content analysis
has been used in quantitative studies, he indicates, “contemporary forms of
content analysis include both numeric and interpretive means of analyzing data”
(p. 41). Specifically, I used textual analysis to analyze the open-ended responses
from the questionnaire. I used content analysis to analyze the Likert-scale
responses and the closed-form responses from the questionnaire and the
documents, including student achievement data. I organized the data from the
questionnaire for analysis by establishing tables regarding the six components
and the three levels of implementation. From this organization of data, I was able
to report the levels of implementation individually for each of the schools and
collectively as primary schools in South Carolina.
The levels of implementation were measured using a 5-point Likert scale
with classifications of never, seldom, sometimes, frequently, and always. Each of
these six broad components of PreK-3 alignments had sub-scores because the
components are made up of school practices. A rating of always aligned with
consistent implementation of a practice. A rating of never aligned with the
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omission of a practice. Ratings of seldom, sometimes, and frequently were
categorized as inconsistently implementing a practice.
Data from documents
I analyzed documents for additional information on the 23 primary schools.
Documents included school report cards and student achievement data. Student
achievement was based on the federal ESEA rating for each primary school. The
ESEA rating is a numerical score for each primary school based on children’s
performance on the third grade Palmetto Assessment of State Standards
(PASS). I categorized schools by decreases in ESEA ratings, no gains in ESEA
ratings, increases in ESEA ratings and schools with “A” ESEA ratings for both
years.
Setting
Description of the setting
The study measured the level of implementation of PreK-3 alignment in
South Carolina’s primary schools through the perspective of primary school
principals. According to the 2013 Report Card Ratings and Indices on the South
Carolina Department of Education website, there were 40 schools that received
primary school report cards. Of those 40 schools, this study included only the
schools that serve four grade levels (preschool through second grade). Five of
the 40 schools did not serve preschoolers, which reduced the number to 35
schools. An additional 11 schools did not serve second graders, which further
reduced the number to 24 primary schools. When I excluded the school of which
I am principal, 23 principals remained who were invited to participate in the study.
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From a search on the South Carolina Department of Education website, it
was apparent that the 23 primary schools were geographically spread throughout
the entire state of South Carolina. The following ten counties had a single
primary school that met the criteria outlined for this study: Abbeville County,
Charleston County, Cherokee County, Clarendon County, Greenwood County,
Marion County, Marlboro County, Orangeburg County, Saluda County, and
Williamsburg County. Two primary schools that met these criteria were located in
Anderson County, Chesterfield County and Darlington County. Three primary
schools were located in Lexington County and four primary schools were located
in Berkeley County. Geographically, this study included six primary schools
located in the Coastal region, eleven primary schools in the Midlands, and six in
the Piedmont region of South Carolina. As the name implies, the Midlands region
is located in the central part of South Carolina spanning between the states of
Georgia (bordering counties of Aiken, Barnwell, and Allendale) and North
Carolina (bordering counties of Chesterfield, Marlboro, and Dillon). This region
includes the capital city of Columbia. The Piedmont region is located west of the
Midlands extending to the Blue Ridge Mountains. The Coastal region is located
to the east of the Midlands to the Atlantic Ocean. The location of primary schools
in this study was geographically balanced throughout the state.
Justification for the setting
Primary schools and primary school principals were included in this study
because I believe these schools have a greater focus on early childhood
education and, therefore, on the practices that relate to the components of PreK-
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3 alignment. The reason for this focus is the limited grade spans served in the
primary school structure as opposed to the elementary school structure. Also,
primary schools operate under a different grading system in South Carolina.
They do not receive report card ratings based on students’ standardized test
scores. Their report card ratings are based on seven research-based criteria,
which may serve to free them to implement practices that are developmentally
appropriate and beneficial to young learners. The seven criteria include: prime
instructional time, student-teacher ratio in core subjects, teachers with advanced
degrees, teachers returning from previous year, percent of parents attending
conferences, days of professional development, and types of accreditation.
Participant Selection
Criteria for participant selection
I used criterion sampling because participants “are made up of individuals
who fit particular pre-determined criteria” (Hatch, 2007, p. 235). I selected the 23
principals for this study because I determined that they were more likely to have
familiarity and experience with the components of PreK-3 alignment. The schools
in which primary school principals serve include a student population
concentrated in the early childhood years and most begin with preschool.
Individually, elementary school principals serving kindergarten through fifth grade
may be knowledgeable of the components of PreK-3 alignment. However, as a
group, they were excluded from this research population because day-to-day
responsibilities require elementary school principals to focus on the upper
elementary grades and state-mandated testing. As noted by Mead (2011), “In an
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era of test-based accountability, principals face pervasive systemic incentives to
direct resources and energy away from the early grades and into later, tested
grades” (p. 4).
With the decision to exclude elementary school principals, 40 principals of
primary schools or directors of early education centers remained whose schools
were identified by the South Carolina Department of Education as receiving
primary school report cards. Schools that do not include third grade, the initial
grade for state-mandated testing in South Carolina, receive primary school report
cards with a school rating based on seven criteria that are recognized as
important determinants for positive outcomes for young children.
Principals were located throughout the entire state of South Carolina and
represented a variety of geographic locations. Therefore, this study was not
designed for mere convenience and contained a heterogeneous group of
participants. Preliminary data on the schools indicated a variety of locations,
poverty levels, and school ESEA ratings among these 23 schools.
Justification of participant selection
In order to be selected for participation in this study, subjects must have
been currently serving as principals of South Carolina’s primary schools. These
are public schools in South Carolina that serve children in preschool through
second grade. It should be noted that some schools in South Carolina are
“graded” as primary schools by the school report card issued by the State, but
they serve a more narrow grade span, such as preschool and kindergarten or
kindergarten and first grade. The participants included in this study serve children

73

	
  
in four distinct grade levels of preschool through second grade. I believe the
current study is an excellent justification for utilizing a smaller population size
because of the matching of the participants, South Carolina’s primary school
principals, and their potential for specific knowledge of the components of PreK-3
alignment.
Elementary school principals must be knowledgeable about practices
ranging from early childhood through upper elementary. Much of their daily
attention must be focused on testing of students in third through fifth grades. This
could potentially shift attention from the needs of the youngest children in the
building and cause them to be less knowledgeable on the components of PreK-3
alignment.
Researcher Position Statement
Since I currently serve as principal in a primary school, I entered this study
with my background experiences impacting my perspective. I have personal
opinions on PreK-3 alignment, its potential impact on student achievement, and
how primary schools should be implementing this approach. Although serving in
similar capacities, I was aware of prior direct contact with only one of the
principals in this study.
Ethical and Political Considerations
Trustworthiness
The trustworthiness, or research validity, and rigor of the study were
supported through the triangulation of data collection methods. The data
collection methods in this study included questionnaires, document analysis, and
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student achievement data. Multiple data collection methods allowed me to
examine data from participants in different formats.
Risks and benefits
Ethical considerations included providing the participants with information
about the study that would allow them to make informed decisions about whether
to participate. Participants were also provided information on the right to
withdraw at any point during the study without negative consequences. The risks
to participants was minimal depending upon how much negative or harmful
information they disclosed regarding practices in their school districts. In an effort
to obtain as much information as possible, I utilized assigned codes to protect
principals’ and schools’ anonymity. With this risk accounted for, the benefits of
the study, with its potential to provide information regarding practices related to
PreK-3 alignment in South Carolina’s primary schools, clearly outweighed any
potential risks.
Protection of Participants’ Rights
Participants were primary school principals in South Carolina. They were
invited to complete a questionnaire regarding practices that related to the
implementation of the components of PreK-3 alignment. Although the study was
not designed to cast one school in a better or worse light than another school, it
is acknowledged that individual responses could potentially have a negative
effect if identifying information or results were made public. Therefore, I put
specific measures in place to protect participants who contributed information in
this study. I communicated verbally and in writing that participation was voluntary
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and the participants could withdraw from the study at any point. They were
provided information on informed consent along with the cover sheet and
questionnaire.
I explained that the data from the study would refer to groups identified by
the levels of implementation and not to specific schools or individuals. All
completed questionnaires were held in a locked file cabinet in my office. As data
were entered into the computer, schools were identified by corresponding codes.
The list of schools and codes were secure in a locked cabinet that is different
from the one housing the questionnaires. At the conclusion of the study,
participants were provided the findings.
Conclusion
I chose a qualitative descriptive design for this study because I wanted to
describe the phenomenon of the implementation of PreK-3 alignment as it is
currently occurring in South Carolina’s primary schools. I also wanted to provide
principals’ perspectives on which practices have the greatest impact on student
achievement. I selected principals of primary schools serving grades preschool
through second grade because I believed they were the most likely to have
knowledge of and a focus on the components of PreK-3 alignment. To obtain
information about practices in these schools, principals completed a
questionnaire. I analyzed school documents and data from the SC Department of
Education website to determine levels of student achievement in SC’s primary
schools.
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Chapter 4
Research Findings
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to document the
levels of implementation of PreK-3 alignment in South Carolina’s primary
schools, to determine principals’ perceptions of which practices have the greatest
and least impact on student achievement, and to identify the levels of student
achievement in these schools. I gathered this information through the completion
of a questionnaire by the principals of South Carolina’s primary schools and an
analysis of the schools’ federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) ratings. I contacted each principal who met the criteria of this study,
which were the principal currently serves in a primary school in South Carolina
and the primary school serves four grade levels containing preschool through
second grade. After obtaining a verbal commitment to participate in the study, I
mailed questionnaires to twenty-three principals in mid-March 2014. Thirteen of
the twenty-three principals completed and returned the questionnaires, most of
them within the two-week time period I had requested. After a couple of
additional weeks, I sent emails to the remaining ten principals reminding them of
the study and requesting their participation. An additional three principals
completed the questionnaire from the follow-up requests. Sixteen of the twentythree primary school principals participated in the study, which is a 70%
participation rate.
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Implementation of the Components of PreK-3 Alignment
I examined the responses to the questionnaire in multiple ways. First I
tallied the responses for each of the 86 practices relating to PreK-3 alignment. I
considered all practices as one entity without categorizing them into the six
components. Principals had rated the practices according to five levels of
occurrence per practice: never occurring, seldom occurring, sometimes
occurring, frequently occurring, and always occurring. From the principals’
ratings, I categorized the practices into levels of implementation. Practices rated
as always occurring were categorized as consistently implemented. Practices
occurring in the mid-ranges of frequently, sometimes, and seldom occurring were
categorized as inconsistently implemented. Practices rated as never occurring
were considered omitted in terms of implementation.
I found that the participating principals indicated consistent implementation
of 51% of the total practices associated with PreK-3 alignment. Principals
indicated inconsistent implementation (seldom, sometimes, and frequently) of
36% of the practices related to PreK-3 alignment. Principals revealed 12% of the
practices were omitted in these primary schools. Table 4.1 displays these overall
findings related to the 86 practices.
Table 4.1: Levels of Implementation of PreK-3 Alignment Practices
Individual Practices of PreK-3
Alignment
Practices = 86
Principals’ Total Responses = 1,376

Omitted
159 or 12%
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Inconsistently
Implemented
502 or 36%
10 unanswered
or 1%

Consistently
Implemented
705 or 51%

	
  
After determining that a little more than half of the 86 practices were
consistently implemented in South Carolina’s primary schools, I wanted to know
the levels of implementation according to the six components. These findings are
located in Table 4.2. The number of practices under each of the six components
ranged from 11 – 17 practices. Sixteen principals participated in the study, so I
multiplied the number of practices related to each component by the number of
participants to obtain the total possible number of responses. Table 4.2 shows
that Component 2: Transitions between Programs had the highest level of
implementation at 63.1% followed by Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments at 58.3%. Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning Environments had the next highest level of
implementation at 56.3%. Component 5: Quality Educators and School
Leadership and Component 6: Family Engagement and Community Partnerships
had the higher levels inconsistent implementation at 60% and 43% respectively.
Component 1: Program Access/School Organization was omitted significantly
more than other components at 43%. This was likely the result of schools not
providing preschool (3K & 4K) for all children.
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Table 4.2: Levels of Implementation of Six Components of PreK-3
Alignment
Six Components of PreK-3 Alignment

Omitted

Component 1: Program Access/School
Organization Practices = 15
Principals’ Total Responses = 240

103 or 43%

Inconsistently
Implemented
20 or 8.3%

Consistently
Implemented
116 or 48.3%

Component 2: Transitions between
Programs
Practices = 11
Principals’ Total Responses = 176
Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments
Practices = 15
Principals’ Total Responses = 240
Component 4: Instructional Approaches
& Classroom Learning Environments
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership
Practices = 17
Principals’ Total Responses = 272
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224

8 or 4.5%

1 or .4%
unanswered
56 or 31.8%

*111 or 63.1%

24 or 10%

1 or .6%
unanswered
75 or 31.3%

*140 or 58.3%

1 or .4%

1 or .4%
unanswered
94 or 42%

*126 or 56.3%

0

3 or 1.3%
unanswered
162 or 60%

106 or 39%

23 or 10%

4 or 1%
unanswered
95 or 43%

106 or 47%

*Implementation levels higher than 50%
After considering the levels of implementation of the six components of
PreK-3 alignment, I analyzed the practices within each of the six components
further grouping them into more specific categories (Table 4.3). Once I had this
information, I determined which subcategories were identified as having a
consistent implementation level of 50% or higher. Eight of the eighteen subcomponents were consistently implemented in the primary schools.
Table 4.3: Levels of Implementation of Sub-categories of Components
Sub-categories within each Component

Omitted

Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program Availability

58.33%

Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program Accessibility

56.25%
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Inconsistently
Implemented
5.21%
1.04%
unanswered
8.75%

Consistently
Implemented
35.42%
29%
6% N/A

	
  
Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program Enrollment
Component 2: Transitions between
Programs – Activities for Families

3%

13%

*84%

0

*88.54%

Component 2: Transitions between
Programs – Activities for Children
Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments
– Standards & Curriculum
Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments
– Curriculum & Instruction
Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments
– Instruction & Assessment
Component 4: Instructional Approaches
& Classroom Learning Environments –
Instructional Approaches that Support
Social-Emotional Skills
Component 4: Instructional Approaches
& Classroom Learning Environments –
Instructional Approaches that Support
Academic Skills
Component 4: Instructional Approaches
& Classroom Learning Environments –
Classroom Learning Environment
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership – Credentials
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership – Professional
Development Structure
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership – Classroom
Observations
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership - Professional
Development Topics
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships – Family
Participation
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships – Service to
Families
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships – Community
Involvement

10%

10.42%
1.04%
unanswered
57.5%

12.5%

20.3%

*67.2%

8.75%

47.5%

9.4%

42.5%
1.25%
unanswered
29.2%

*61.4%

1.25%

55%

42.5%

0

1.25%
unanswered
21%

*79%

0

42%

*56%

0

2% unanswered
28%
3% unanswered
76%

0

1% unanswered
78%

0

0

32.5%

*69%
23%
22%

0

57.5%
1.25%
unanswered
33.75%

41.25%
*66.25%

24%

34%

42%

0

73%

27%

*Implementation levels higher than 50%
Table 4.4 displays the sub-categories of the components of PreK-3 alignment
with at least a 50% level of consistent implementation. This table ranks the subcategories from highest to lowest. Each of the six components had at least one
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sub-category that rated a 50% rate of consistent implementation or higher. Two
components had two sub-categories with 50% or higher. Those two components
were Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and
Assessments and Component 4: Instructional Approaches and Classroom
Learning Environments.
Table 4.4: Higher Ranking Sub-categories of Components and Levels of
Implementation
Sub-categories with Higher Rankings

Omitted

Component 2: Transitions between
Programs – Activities for Families

Consistently
Implemented
88.54%

3%

Inconsistently
Implemented
10.42%
1.04%
unanswered
13%

0

21%

79%

0

69%

12.5%

28%
3% unanswered
20.3%

67.2%

0

33.75%

66.25%

9.4%

29.2%

61.4%

0

42%
2% unanswered

56%

0

Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program Enrollment
Component 4: Instructional Approaches &
Classroom Learning Environments –
Instructional Approaches that Support
Academic Skills
Component 5: Quality Educators & School
Leadership - Credentials
Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments –
Standards & Curriculum
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships – Family
Participation
Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments –
Instruction & Assessment
Component 4: Instructional Approaches &
Classroom Learning Environments –
Classroom Learning Environment

84%

Component 1: Program access/school organization (Table 4.5).
Component 1 considered access to high quality programs and whether the
organizational structure of those programs was designed to meet the needs of
families and young children. PreK-3 alignment supports families having access to
full-day programs for children beginning at three years of age. This initiative
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supports full-day preschool for three-year-old and four-year-old children on a
voluntary basis with full-day kindergarten required for five-year-old children.
These full-day programs would be available to all children who chose to enroll. It
would be universal service instead of targeted selection, which only enrolls
children demonstrating academic or financial need. South Carolina currently
requires full-day kindergarten for children who turn five on or before September
1st, which is the reason this component scored consistently implemented by all
participants.
Table 4.5: Component 1: Program Access/School Organization
Sub-categories of Component 1
Component 1 Overall
Component 1: Program Access/School
Organization
Practices = 15
Principals’ Total Responses = 240
Sub-categories of Component 1
Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program (Table 4.6)
Availability
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96
Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program Accessibility
(Table 4.7)
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80
Component 1: Program Access/ School
Organization – Program Enrollment
(Table 4.8)
Practices = 4
Principals’ Total Responses = 64

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

103 or 43%

20 or 8.3%

116 or 48.3%

1 or .4%
unanswered
58.33%

5.21%

35.42%

1.04%
unanswered
56.25%

8.75%

29%
6% N/A

3%

13%

84%

Within the Program Access/School Organization component (Table 4.5), I
grouped the practices into three areas: Program Availability (Table 4.6), Program
Accessibility (Table 4.7), and Program Enrollment (Table 4.8) allowing me to
determine whether these sub-categories revealed patterns of implementation.
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Component 1: Program Access/School Organization ranked fourth out of the six
components of PreK-3 alignment with 48.3% of principals reporting consistent
implementation with associated practices.
Program availability (Table 4.6)
Program availability refers to the early childhood programs (3K, 4K, & 5K)
available to families in South Carolina’s primary schools. Since full-day
kindergarten is mandated by South Carolina law, there is consistency in the
responses we see from the principals’ responses regarding the provision of fullday kindergarten. One hundred percent indicated their schools offer full-day 5K
programs for kindergarten children at no cost to the families. To do otherwise
would be out of compliance with state law.
The picture changes when the principals were asked about the 3K and 4K
programs within their schools and variances were noted in their responses.
Preschool 3K programs are almost never offered to three-year-olds at these
primary schools. The one exception may be the requirement that services be
offered to children who turn three-years-old and have documented
developmental delays. Typically, a physician or agency would identify these
children for services beginning at age three. Special education laws require that
schools provide services in a half-day setting. Other than these limited services,
most districts do not offer full-day or half-day programs to three-year-old children.
Access to 4K programs in South Carolina varies widely because some
districts operate early childhood programs under the Child Development
Education Pilot Program (CDEPP) legislation while other districts are not eligible
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and do not function under this legislation. CDEPP programs are full-day 4K
programs operating in public schools and private centers (Griggs, 2013). The
South Carolina Department of Education oversees the implementation of CDEPP
in the public schools. All of the schools in this study are public schools, but not all
of the schools contain CDEPP preschool programs.
Most districts not included in the CDEPP legislation operate limited 4K
programs for students meeting established criteria, which include academic need
based on an early childhood screening instrument and/or financial need. Some of
these programs may be full-day programs, but many of these programs outside
of the CDEPP districts remain half-day programs, as individual districts are
responsible for funding any expansion of these programs beyond the half-day
setting.
Findings indicate that few programs contain multi-age classes where
preschoolers and kindergartners are taught in the same settings. Where multiage grouping does occur, principals’ comments indicate the classes are designed
to serve children with developmental delays or the classes are structured as
Montessori classrooms.
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Table 4.6: Component 1: Program Access/School Organization - Program
Availability
Practices within Program Availability

Omitted

Full-day 3K is offered to students at
no cost.
Half-day 3K is offered to students at
no cost.
Full-day 4K is offered to students at
no cost.
Half-day 4K is offered to students at
no cost.
Full-day 5K is offered to students at
no cost.
PreK & K students are served in
multi-age classes.
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

15

Consistently
Implemented
1

14

2

6

Inconsistently
Implemented

1

11

9
5
16

10
56 or 58.33%

4
1 unanswered
5 or 5.21%
1 or 1.04%
unanswered

1
34 or 35.42%

Program accessibility (Table 4.7)
Program accessibility examines whether families who wish to utilize
preschool programs are granted access for their children. From the principals’
responses, I determined that families are denied access based on established
qualifying criteria and space due to a limited number of 4K programs. Since the
schools in this study do not offer 3K programs to families, principals were
referring to 4K programs when they considered educational practices related to
preschool or PreK programs. Eighty-one percent (13 out of 16) of principals
indicated that students must quality for PreK programs. One hundred percent of
principals confirmed that program qualification was based on a screening
instrument administered to the child. During a preschool screening, an adult
(preschool teacher) who is typically unknown to the child administers the early
childhood screening instrument on one day (15 – 30 minute period of time) in an
unfamiliar setting (public school). Children who score the lowest in this setting
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are assumed to be at the greatest risk for learning and have the greatest need for
an additional year of school.
The principals (94%) further confirmed that preschool slots are
consistently filled each year with additional students placed on waiting list. With
100% of the principals of South Carolina’s primary schools indicating that a
waiting list is maintained for their 4K programs, it is obvious that there is greater
need for program access than schools are currently able to provide.
Half-day programs oftentimes unintentionally exclude children who would
benefit due to transportation issues. When parents work, they may not be able to
transport children to and from half-day programs and arrange childcare for the
portion of the day children are not in school. Also, some families do not have the
means to provide mid-day transportation or cannot afford the cost of daily
transportation. This situation effectively excludes children from participation in
half-day programs if the state or district does not provide bus transportation.
Forty-four percent of principals indicated that mid-day transportation was
never a barrier for students enrolled in half-day programs. Thirty-one percent of
principals indicated this item was not applicable to their situations. The reason for
these responses was that the schools offered no half-day programs. Therefore,
principals did not view mid-day transportation as a barrier to half-day programs
because they offer no half-day programs.
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Table 4.7: Component 1: Program Access/School Organization - Program
Accessibility
Practices within Program Accessibility

Omitted

PreK students are not required to
qualify according to academic and/or
financial need.
A screening instrument is not used to
quality students for PreK programs.
PreK slots are consistently filled each
year.
A waiting list is not maintained for
students wanting a slot in PreK.
Mid-day transportation is a barrier for
students enrolled in half-day
programs.
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

13

Inconsistently
Implemented
2

Consistently
Implemented
1

1

15

4

7
N/A = 5

7 or 8.75%

23 or 29%
5 N/As or 6%

16

16

45 or 56.25%

Program enrollment (Table 4.8)
Program enrollment deals with the enrollment process for students who
are applying to attend school for the first time. Preschoolers fall into this category
as this is their initial experience in the public school setting and the school has no
record of these children prior to this process. The enrollment process includes
the completion of a school’s enrollment application form and the presentation of
documents verifying the child’s birthdate, immunization status, and parents’ proof
of residency within a school district.
This process can be a daunting task for parents because many parents do
not have the documents needed for enrollment. In many cases, this is the first
time parents have needed these documents. Therefore, they do not attend on the
school’s enrollment day. Other families who live in high poverty may not read the
newspaper or operate in social settings where they would receive information
from schools regarding enrollment dates and screening dates. These families
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may not arrive to enroll a preschooler until long after the slots have been filled for
the upcoming school year. In these situations, children with greater needs are
placed on the waiting list while children with fewer needs are provided slots in the
programs.
These situations create dilemmas for principals because selection
decisions must be made early for planning purposes. Schools need to notify
parents regarding the children who will have slots in 4K programs, so parents
can make childcare or private school arrangements for ones who will not be in
public school programs. One hundred percent of principals indicated they
established an enrollment day for preschool students and 81% said the
enrollment day was widely publicized in the community. However, 94% of
principals also indicated that they continue to enroll students after the enrollment
day. It was not determined whether the reason for this continued enrollment was
to make allowances for children with the greater needs arriving after the
enrollment date or whether the initial turnout was such that additional students
were needed to fill the program.
Sixty-three percent of principals indicated their schools utilized some form
of readiness assessment to determine children’s readiness for the kindergarten
year. It was not established whether this assessment was administered at the
end of the preschool program or at the beginning of he kindergarten year.
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Table 4.8: Component 1: Program Access/School Organization - Program
Enrollment
Practices within Program Enrollment
A specific day for PreK/K enrollment is
scheduled each year.
PreK/K enrollment is widely publicized
in community.
Parents may continue to enroll
students after designated enrollment
day.
A readiness assessment is used to
determine children’s readiness for 5K.
Practices = 4
Principals’ Total Responses = 64

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented
16

3

13

1

15

2

4

10

2 or 3%

8 or 13%

54 or 84%

Component 2: Transitions between programs (Table 4.9)
Component 2 considered the practices of various programs to ensure a
smooth adjustment from one program to another in order to limit the stress for
children and families often experienced during times of transitions. These
transitions may occur from home to school, private preschools to public school
programs or from programs within the same public schools. The practices on the
questionnaire related to activities supporting parents and children during the
period of time they acclimated to new programs. Principals rated Component 2:
Transitions between Programs as the component with the highest level of
consistent implementation at 63.1%. This component included eleven total
practices, which I grouped into sub-categories of Transition Activities for Families
(Table 4.10) and Transition Activities for Children (Table 4.11).
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Table 4.9: Component 2: Transitions between Programs
Sub-categories of Component 2
Component 2 Overall
Component 2 Transitions between
Programs
Practices = 11
Principals’ Total Responses = 176
Sub-categories of Component 2
Component 2: Transitions between
Programs – Activities for Families
(Table 4.10)
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96
Component 2: Transitions between
Programs – Activities for Children
(Table 4.11)
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

8 or 4.5%

56 or 31.8%

111 or 63.1%

1 or .6%
unanswered
0

10.42%

88.54%

1.04%
unanswered
10%

57.5%

32.5%

Transition activities for families (Table 4.10)
Principals rated transition practices relating to families higher than
practices relating to children in terms of implementation. In general, parents
expect to be accommodated when they make a request of a school that their
children may attend in the future or are currently attending. They also expect to
receive information regarding the school and its programs. While their responses
did not indicate active recruitment of families for these activities, principals’
responses indicated they routinely accommodated parents’ requests regarding
transition activities. One hundred percent of principals indicated they held an
Open House for parents although several principals indicated it is a variation on
the traditional Open House. Open House is required of schools in South
Carolina, as it is an accreditation criterion by the State Department of Education.
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Table 4.10: Component 2: Transitions between Programs - Transition
Activities for Families
Practices within Transition Activities
for Families
Families are provided tours of
school before enrolling as
requested.
Families are allowed to observe
programs before enrolling as
requested.
Families are provided an
opportunity to visit classrooms prior
to start of school.
Open House or Grade Level Night
is provided for parents within the
first month of school.
Families are provided information
about the school’s programs prior to
start of school through a school
handbook and/or meetings.
Families are provided information
about the curriculum.
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented
2

Consistently
Implemented
14

2
1 unanswered

13

2

14
16

0

2

14

2

14

10 or 10.42%
1 or 1.04%
unanswered

85 or 88.54%

Transition activities for children (Table 4.11)
The activities in this section are considered good practices for children in
supporting their transitions from one program to the next. Transition activities that
parents did not enthusiastically support, although known to be good practices for
children, received mixed ratings from principals. An example is the practice of
teachers visiting the homes of children prior to the start of the preschool year.
This practice allows the child to meet the teacher in familiar surroundings before
the child is left with the teacher on the first day of school.
Practices that involved the coordination of programs outside of the school
were also inconsistently implemented. These practices included children from
outside programs visiting the school they would attend the following year (56%
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inconsistently implemented) and the sharing of academic and social information
from outside programs where children were previously enrolled with the public
school program (88% inconsistently implemented).
It is important that the teacher receive information on any new student at
least one day prior to the student’s arrival in order to make the child’s first day as
smooth and successful as possible. This practice provides the teacher time to
clarify any questions regarding transportation, allergies, or other areas of
uncertainty, and be properly prepared to warmly receive the student into the
classroom community. However, only 25% of principals indicated this practice
was consistently implemented in their schools, as this practice is not popular with
many parents.
Table 4.11: Component 2: Transitions between Programs - Transition
Activities for Children
Practices within Transition Activities for
Children
Children attending programs outside of
school visit the school in which they
will be enrolled the following year.
Teachers conduct home visits with
PreK students prior to the start of
school.
Children currently enrolled at the
school visit classrooms in the
upcoming grade and meet the
teachers.
PreK programs located outside of the
school share information on incoming
students with K teachers.
During the school year, teachers
receive notification the day before
students are added to classrooms.
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented
9

Consistently
Implemented
7

4

7

5

4

4

8

14

2

12

4

46 or 57.5%

26 or 32.5%

8 or 10%
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Component 3: Alignment of standards, curriculum, instruction, &
assessments (Table 4.12)
Component 3 considered standards, programs of study, teaching
strategies, and assessments and their coordination across grade levels from
preschool through third grade. This coordination or alignment is critical for
student success. Disconnected programs where children have not been provided
the foundational skills for new learning at each grade level or programs that
spend an inordinate amount of time reviewing previously learned material do not
result in high levels of student achievement. While all six components of PreK-3
alignment contribute to the foundation of a successful student, this component is
critical to the overall initiative. This component had the next highest level of
consistent implementation at 58.3%. Principals of schools with “A” ESEA ratings
indicated high percentages of implementation of practices related to this
component. I categorized practices in Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment into three groups: Standards and
Curriculum (Table 4.13), Curriculum and Instruction (Table 4.14), and Instruction
and Assessment (Table 4.15).
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Table 4.12: Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments
Sub-categories of Component 3
Component 3 Overall
Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments
Practices = 15
Principals’ Total Responses = 240
Sub-categories of Component 3
Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments – Standards &
Curriculum (Table 4.13)
Practices = 4
Principals’ Total Responses = 64
Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments – Curriculum &
Instruction (Table 4.14)
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80
Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments – Instruction &
Assessment (Table 4.15)
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

24 or 10%

75 or 31.3%

140 or 58.3%

1 or .4%
unanswered
12.5%

20.3%

67.2%

8.75%

42.5%

47.5%

1.25%
unanswered
9.4%

29.2%

61.4%

Standards and curriculum (Table 4.13)
Principals’ responses under Component 3 indicated the highest ratings on
practices related to the alignment of the curriculum with standards. There were
greater variations in the ratings as they considered whether teachers utilized a
research-based early childhood curriculum, such as HighScope, Montessori, or
Creative Curriculum, or a curriculum developed at the local level. This may
indicate that schools utilize portions of a research-based curriculum, such as
HighScope, Montessori, or Creative Curriculum, and incorporate their own local
curriculum as well.
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Principals indicated that curricula were aligned with the standards. Eightyeight percent of principals indicated that the preschool curriculum was aligned
with the South Carolina Early Learning Standards and ninety-four percent said
the kindergarten, first grade, and second grade curricula were aligned with the
Common Core State Standards.
Table 4.13: Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments - Standards and Curriculum
Practices within Standards and
Curriculum
The PreK curriculum is aligned with the
Early Learning Standards.
nd
The K-2 grade curriculum is aligned
with the Common Core State
Standards.
PreK & K teachers utilize a researchbased curriculum.
PreK & K teachers utilize a locally
developed curriculum.
Practices = 4
Principals’ Total Responses = 64

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented
2

Consistently
Implemented
14

1

15

2

4

10

6

6

4

8 or 12.5%

13 or 20.3%

43 or 67.2%

Curriculum and instruction (Table 4.14)
Practices related to curriculum and instruction yielded results that pose
more questions. While 94% of principals indicated the K-2 classrooms utilized a
balanced approach to literacy, only 25% indicated they do not utilize a basal
reading program. This is confusing, and potentially problematic, because a basal
program may be incompatible with a balanced literacy approach. Also, 88% of
principals indicated that some aspects of their literacy programs change every
three years. Depending on the changes, this may not be compatible with a
balanced literacy approach. Since this section speaks to the heart of PreK-3
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alignment, this may be a potential area of focus if student achievement results
are not realized.
Thirty-eight percent of principals revealed that teachers consistently create
curriculum guides to support long-range planning. Since most educators consider
the standards to be broad and lacking specificity needed for classroom
instruction, it is important to have a curriculum guide or some type of document
to connect the broad standards with classroom instruction. A curriculum guide
supports teachers in long-range and short-range planning. Sixty-nine percent of
principals indicated teachers on the same grade level plan together weekly. The
use of a curriculum guide based on the standards can make grade level planning
more productive and efficient.
Table 4.14: Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments - Curriculum and Instruction
Practices within Curriculum and
Instruction
K-2 classrooms utilize a balanced
literacy approach.
K-2 classrooms follow a basal reading
program.
New literacy programs are
implemented approximately every
three years.
Teachers create curriculum guides to
support long-range planning.
Grade levels plan lessons together on
a weekly basis.
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented
1

Consistently
Implemented
15

2

10

4

2

12

2

2

8

6

1

3
1 unanswered
34 or 42.5%
1 or 1.25%
unanswered

11

7 or 8.75%

36 or 47.5%

Instruction and assessment (Table 4.15)
Principals (75%) indicated assessments were embedded within the
instruction for young children through the use of anecdotal notes and running
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records. The same percentage of principals said teachers collect multiple
assessments instead of an over-reliance on a single assessment. Seventy-five
percent of principals indicate they discuss student achievement data with
individual teachers and grade levels. Sixty-nine percent said that grade levels
analyze achievement data when making instructional decisions.
Only 44% of principals acknowledged their schools had a written
assessment plan in PreK-2nd grade. Without a written plan, one may question
whether teachers are administering the same assessments in a similar manner
within the designated time period. Variations in any of these components can
cause fluctuations in scores for young children and make it difficult to depend on
the data. Only 31% of principals indicated that teachers utilize individual student
assessment data from the previous year to learn about their students. It is not
apparent whether the data are collected in a format or system that would make it
easily accessible for subsequent teachers or whether the data are readily
available to the teachers and not being utilized.
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Table 4.15: Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments - Instruction and Assessment
Practices within Instruction and
Assessment
Assessments, such as anecdotal
notes and running records, are
embedded with instruction.
Multiple assessments are collected
on each child.
Administrators discuss data with
individual teachers and grade levels.
Grade levels analyze achievement
data to make instructional decisions.
The school has a written assessment
nd
plan (PreK-2 )
Teachers utilize individual student
assessment data from previous
years.
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

Omitted
1

Inconsistently
Implemented
3

Consistently
Implemented
12

1

3

12

1

3

12

1

4

11

5

4

7

11

5

28 or 29.2%

59 or 61.4%

9 or 9.4%

Component 4: Instructional approaches & classroom learning
environments (Table 4.16)
Component 4 considered instructional practices and classroom structures
that are consistent with the developmental stages of young children. The needs
of young children in preschool and primary grades differ from the needs of
elementary students. Therefore, programs for young children should be different.
This component includes practices to support the social-emotional development
of young learners, programs to support the academic needs of early readers, and
learning environments that value child-initiated learning. I divided the practices
under Component 4 into three areas: Instructional Approaches that Support
Social-Emotional Skills (Table 4.17), instructional Approaches that Support
Academic Skills (Table 4.18), and Classroom Learning Environments (Table
4.19).
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Table 4.16: Component 4: Instructional Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments
Sub-categories of Component 4
Component 4 Overall
Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224
Sub-categories of Component 4
Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments – Instructional
Approaches that Support SocialEmotional Skills (Table 4.17)
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80
Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments – Instructional
Approaches that Support Academic
Skills (Table 4.18)
Practices = 3
Principals’ Total Responses = 48
Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments – Classroom Learning
Environment (Table 4.19)
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

1 or .4%

94 or 42%

126 or 56.3%

3 or 1.3%
unanswered
1.25%

55%

42.5%

1.25%
unanswered

0

21%

79%

0

42%

56%

2% unanswered

Instructional approaches that support social-emotional skills (Table
4.17)
Principals indicated overall inconsistencies in instructional approaches
designed to support the social-emotional skill development in young children.
While 69% of principals said teachers planned specific activities to build
classroom community, only 38% acknowledged that teachers use a common
language as a means of supporting children with behavioral issues and even
fewer (19%) said children were provided specific techniques to calm themselves
and handle upsetting situations.
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Sixty-three percent of principals indicated they consistently used student
intervention teams (SITs) to address behavioral needs of students. However, it
was not evident whether SITs were utilized due to special education
requirements or whether SITs were used routinely whenever any student needed
additional behavioral supports. Twenty-five percent of principals indicated they
did not use isolation from classmates as a way to discipline children, such as inschool suspension (ISS) or loss of recess. Sixty-nine percent did utilize some
measure of isolation as a means of discipline.
Table 4.17: Component 4: Instructional Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments - Instructional Approaches that Support Social-Emotional
Skills
Practices within Instructional
Approaches that Support SocialEmotional Skills
Teachers plan activities to develop
connections among students and
improve classroom community.
Staff members utilize a common
language in supporting students with
behavioral challenges.
Students are systematically taught
techniques to handle upsets.
Student Intervention Teams (SITs)
support students with behavioral
challenges.
The school avoids discipline
techniques, such as ISS or loss of
recess, that isolate students from
classmates.
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

5

11

10

6

13

3

6

10

1

10
1 unanswered

4

1 or 1.25%

44 or 55%
1 or 1.25%
unanswered

34 or 42.5%

Instructional approaches that support academic skills (Table 4.18)
Responses were more consistent relating to academic skills than to social-
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emotional skills. Ninety-four percent of principals said teachers identify individual
reading and writing levels on each student. With this information on each student,
81% of principals indicated struggling readers receive reading interventions to
address their literacy needs. The use of technology with young children was
divided between being consistently implemented (62.5%) and inconsistently
implemented (37.5%).
Table 4.18: Component 4: Instructional Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments - Instructional Approaches that Support Academic Skills
Practices within Instructional
Approaches that Support Academic
Skills
nd
Technology is utilized in PreK-2
grade instruction.
Reading and writing levels are
identified for each student.
Struggling readers are supported
through various reading interventions.
Practices = 3
Principals’ Total Responses = 48

Omitted

0

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

6

10

1

15

3

13

10 or 21%

38 or 79%

Classroom learning environments (Table 4.19)
Principals (88%) indicated teachers consistently follow a daily routine or
class schedule. Ninety-four percent of principals said that daily routine included a
variety of activities that were appropriate for the young learner, such as large
group experiences, small group times, and independent/individual activities.
However, only 38% of principals indicated that young children (PreK & K) were
provided extended times of child-initiated learning, which usually occurs during
center-based activities. Centers in preschool and kindergarten classrooms
typically include the following: house/dramatic play, blocks, table toys, art,
sand/water play, and books. There may be others, such as science or writing
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centers, but these are the core centers of an early childhood classroom. Due to
the emphasis on test scores and being “ready” for the next grade, many schools
have given up center-based instruction and replaced early childhood centers with
literacy stations where children perform literacy activities on a rotational basis.
This could be a reason for the low percentage (38%) related to child-initiated
learning. Fifty percent of principals indicate that first and second grade children
work in literacy stations.
Half of the principals (50%) indicated that teachers were provided staff
development on learning environments. The learning environment is critical to an
early childhood setting. The environment so powerfully influences the behaviors
and so directly supports the activities of learners in a classroom that it is
oftentimes considered the “third” teacher after the teacher and assistant in
preschool and kindergarten programs. It is much too important to the overall
early childhood program not to consider the impact of the learning environment
on student achievement.
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
provides guidelines on the appropriate number of students in early childhood
classrooms. Of course, these ratios can be debated depending on the number of
students with special needs and/or the number of students living in poverty. For
programs serving three-year-old children, NAEYC recommends that there should
be no more than 18 students in a class with two adults. For programs serving
four-year-olds, NAEYC recommends no more than 20 students with two adults.
For kindergarten, the ratio is 24 students with two adults. Only 19% of principals
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indicated they met these national standards in their schools. Eighty-one percent
said they were inconsistent in meeting these guidelines, which may indicate a
willingness and intention to meet the standards, but an inability to do so because
of lack of funding.
Table 4.19: Component 4: Instructional Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments - Classroom Learning Environments
Practices within Classroom Learning
Environments
Teachers adhere to a consistent daily
routine.
The daily routine provides large group,
small group, and independent
activities.
Children in PreK and K are provided
extended times of child-initiated
learning.
st
nd
Children in 1 & 2 grades work in
literacy stations.
Teachers are provided staff
development on appropriate learning
environments.
Class sizes adhere to national
guidelines.
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

Omitted

0

Inconsistently
Implemented
1
1 unanswered
1

Consistently
Implemented
14

10

6

8

8

7
1 unanswered

8

13

3

40 or 42%
2 or 2%
unanswered

54 or 56%

15

Component 5: Quality educators & school leadership (Table 4.20)
Component 5 considered the qualifications (degrees and certifications) of
teachers and assistants of preschool through second grade and whether they
had backgrounds in early childhood. This section also considered the
professional development of practicing educators, such as the ongoing
professional development that occurs within the structure of the school.
Classroom observations and feedback are important in determining topics for
professional development, so principals rated items related to classroom
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observations and feedback along with the various topics of study. I grouped
Component 5: Quality Educators and School Leadership into four sub-sections:
Credentials (Table 4.21), Professional Development Structure (Table 4.22),
Classroom Observations (4.23), and Professional Development Topics (4.24).
Table 4.20: Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership
Sub-categories of Component 5
Component 5 Overall
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership
Practices = 17
Principals’ Total Responses = 272
Sub-categories of Component 5
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership – Credentials
(Table 4.21)
Practices = 4
Principals’ Total Responses = 64
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership – Professional
Development Structure (Table 4.22)
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership – Classroom
Observations (Table 4.23)
Practices = 2
Principals’ Total Responses = 32
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership - Professional
Development Topics (Table 4.24)
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

0

162 or 60%

106 or 39%

4 or 1%
unanswered
0

28%

69%

3% unanswered
0

76%

23%

1% unanswered
0

78%

22%

0

57.5%

41.25%

1.25%
unanswered

Credentials (Table 4.21)
Principals indicated that all teachers teach within their areas of
certification. Teacher certification is an area controlled by the South Carolina
State Department of Education (SDE). Teaching certificates are issued by the
SDE and can be verified through their electronic database without input from the
school or district. The certification of teachers is considered in determining
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whether a school meets the criteria to maintain accreditation through the South
Carolina Department of Education. Principals indicated 88% of PreK teachers
have bachelor degrees and are certified in early childhood and/or special
education. This result (88%) is inconsistent with result of the practice of all
teachers teaching within their areas of certification (100%). No explanation was
provided for the discrepancy. However, if a PreK teacher holds elementary
certification instead of early childhood, he or she would be teaching outside of his
or her area of certification and would be cited upon accreditation review. In
addition, that teacher would not be considered “highly qualified” under federal
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) regulations.
Fifty percent of principals said their schools go beyond the basic
requirements for teaching assistants (high school diplomas or general
equivalency diplomas - GEDs) and that half of their teaching assistants have
associate degrees or early childhood development (ECD) certificates from a
technical school or community college. Thirty-eight percent of principals indicated
that half to three-fourths of teachers have degrees beyond the bachelor’s degree
or are currently enrolled in graduate programs. Both of these practices
demonstrate a commitment to lifelong learning.
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Table 4.21: Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership –
Credentials
Practices within Credentials
All teachers teach within their areas of
certification.
PreK teachers have bachelor degrees
and are certified in early childhood or
special education.
50% of teaching assistants have
associate degrees or the early childhood
development (ECD) certificate.
50% - 75% of teachers have advanced
degrees or are enrolled in graduate
programs.
Practices = 4
Principals’ Total Responses = 64

Omitted

0

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented
16

2

14

7
1 unanswered

8

9
1 unanswered

6

18 or 28%
2 or 3%
unanswered

44 or 69%

Professional development structure (Table 4.22)
Nineteen percent of principals said professional development is conducted
on a weekly basis. They further indicated it was more common for teachers
within the same grade level to participate in professional development (56%)
than teachers across grade levels (25%). For example, it was more common for
all of the kindergarten teachers to participate in professional development
together than for kindergarten and first grade teachers to participate in
professional development.
Thirty-one percent of principals indicated that administrators participate in
professional development alongside the teachers. While the participating
administrator does not have to be the principal, this practice is critical for a
couple of reasons. Administrators need to be knowledgeable of what the
teachers are learning and discussing in order to be supportive when they see
these practices in the classrooms and the need for changes are considered.
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When teachers and administrators learn together, teachers feel more confident
as they implement new practices.
Responses to whether teachers or district administrators determined the
topics for professional development indicated both teachers and district
administrators are involved in the selection of topics. However, there was no
indication that this was a collaborative process. Instead comments indicated that
some topics came from teacher input and need while the district required
attendance at other sessions or on other topics.
Table 4.22: Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership Professional Development Structure
Practices within Professional
Development Structure
Professional development (PD) is
conducted weekly.
Teachers within same grade level
participate in PD together.
Teachers across grade levels participate
in PD together.
Administrators participate in PD alongside
teachers on a weekly basis.
Teachers determine topics for PD.

Omitted

District administrators determine topics for
PD.
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

0

Inconsistently
Implemented
13

Consistently
Implemented
3

7

9

12

4

11

5

14
1 unanswered
16

1

73 or 76%
1 or 1%
unanswered

22 or 23%

Classroom observations (Table 4.23)
Results indicated that only 13% of principals said teachers observe in
other classrooms within their schools. If teachers are not observing in one
another’s classrooms, the student achievement and data discussions across the
grade levels become more challenging and less beneficial. Teachers are
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knowledgeable professionals and are best equipped to analyze lessons of
colleagues to provide supportive feedback. At first glance, this practice may
seem disconnected to student achievement, but once in place, it will likely be
viewed as an integral component of student achievement. Without feedback from
their colleagues, teachers must rely solely on the feedback provided from
administrators. According to these results, only 31% of administrators observe
instruction weekly. That is likely too sporadic to support teachers’ professional
growth and develop an understanding of their needs. In addition, administrators
are not likely the most knowledgeable person in most subject areas to provide
the feedback to teachers. Feedback from colleagues is a powerful practice that
many schools fail to utilize.
Table 4.23: Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership Classroom Observations
Practices within Classroom
Observations
Teachers observe in classrooms within
and outside their grade levels.
Administrators observe instruction
weekly.
Practices = 2
Principals’ Total Responses = 32

Omitted

0

Inconsistently
Implemented
14

Consistently
Implemented
2

11

5

25 or 78%

7 or 22%

Professional development topics (Table 4.24)
Principals (81%) indicated that most professional development relates to
the standards. Fifty percent of principals said professional development is related
to new programs. The more new programs a school implements, the higher this
percentage would become. Thirty-one percent and thirty-eight percent of
principals indicated that professional development was related to early childhood
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and early literacy respectively. Of course, these areas of professional
development would overlap with professional development on the standards.
One area that was unexpected was that only 6% of principals said
professional development related to social-emotional development was
consistently provided. Yet behaviors related to social-emotional skills routinely
challenge teachers causing disruptions to the learning environment and requiring
administrative support. This appears to be an area needing additional attention,
as it is an area that impacts student achievement. It should also be noted that if
schools dedicated to young children spend so little time on this area of
professional development, it is likely that other schools (elementary, middle, and
high) spend even less time on it.
Table 4.24: Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership Professional Development Topics
Practices within Professional
Development Topics
PD is related to early childhood
development.
PD is related to early literacy.
PD is related to social-emotional
development.
PD is related to standards.
PD is provided on new programs.
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

0

Inconsistently
Implemented
11

Consistently
Implemented
5

9
1 unanswered
15

6

3
8
46 or 57.5%
1 or 1.25%
unanswered

13
8
33 or 41.25%

1

Component 6: Family engagement & community partnerships (Table
4.25)
Component 6 considered connections among families, schools, and
community organizations in an effort to support children and their needs.
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Families need to feel comfortable in the school and participate in regular
communication with the teacher to be most supportive of the child in the school
setting. Teachers need to view parents as partners in the educational process
and feel accountable to them in the education of their children. Schools should
help families understand the services that are available to them through the
school and through agencies in the broader community. I categorized these
practices into Family Participation (Table 4.26), Services to Families (Table
4.27), and Community Involvement (Table 4.28).
Table 4.25: Component 6: Family Engagement & Community Partnerships
Sub-categories of Component 6
Component 6 Overall
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224
Sub-categories of Component 6
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships – Family
Participation (Table 4.26)
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships – Service
to Families (Table 4.27)
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96
Component 6: Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships –
Community Involvement (Table 4.28)
Practices = 3
Principals’ Total Responses = 48

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented

Consistently
Implemented

23 or 10%

95 or 43%

106 or 47%

0

33.75%

66.25%

24%

34%

42%

0

73%

27%
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Family participation (Table 4.26)
Principals indicated the consistent implementation of procedures in place
for parents to visit classrooms of their children (94%) and of the encouragement
of parents to volunteer in those classrooms (63%). Seventy-five percent of
principals said they consistently notified parents of school events through a
variety of means. Fifty percent of principals acknowledged that parents provided
input through surveys, but indicated that while parents were provided the
opportunity, many chose not to participate. Fifty percent also indicated that their
schools provided parenting education or family literacy programs for parents.
Table 4.26: Component 6: Family Engagement & Community Partnerships Family Participation
Practices within Family Participation
Parents are notified of school events
through phone messages and
websites.
Procedures are in place for parents to
visit classrooms.
Parents are encouraged to volunteer
in classrooms.
The school provides parenting
education or family literacy programs
to families.
Parents complete surveys to provide
input on programs and services.
Practices = 5
Principals’ Total Responses = 80

Omitted

0

Inconsistently
Implemented
4

Consistently
Implemented
12

1

15

6

10

8

8

8

8

27 or 33.75%

53 or 66.25%

Services to families (Table 4.27)
Principals indicated that services related to special education are
consistently provided through the school (100%). This finding is expected as the
provision of special education services is funded and required by the federal
government. Other services are offered more inconsistently in the various
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schools as follows: healthcare and social services (44% consistently offered;
56% inconsistently offered), summer/holiday care (6% consistently offered; 19%
inconsistently offered), before/after school care (25% consistently offered; 19%
inconsistently offered), and transportation (13% consistently offered; 75%
inconsistently offered). In terms of healthcare and social services, it may be that
parents are directed to the appropriate agencies as they indicate needs for
particular services. Regarding transportation, individual administrators may
provide or arrange transportation to and from school for conferences or to and
from appointments as needed. The high percentage of responses signifying
inconsistent implementation indicates that transportation is not available on a
consistent and dependable basis for families.
Parents are consistently notified of the availability of programs 63% of the
time. If parents are not consistently notified of the availability of school programs
and are left to discover this information on their own through various means,
families are effectively excluded from those programs.
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Table 4.27: Component 6: Family Engagement & Community Partnerships Services to Families
Practices within Services to Families
Parents are informed about availability of
preschool programs through fliers and
mailings.
The school coordinates transportation for
families to acquire needed services.
The school provides before or after school
care.
The school provides summer or holiday
care.
Healthcare and social services are offered
in collaboration with local service agencies.
Special services, such as speech, hearing,
occupational, and physical therapies, are
offered through the school.
Practices = 6
Principals’ Total Responses = 96

Omitted

Inconsistently
Implemented
6

Consistently
Implemented
10

2

12

2

9

3

4

12

3

1

9

7
16

23 or 24%

33 or 34%

40 or 42%

Community involvement (Table 4.28)
Results relating to community involvement find that schools utilize
community organizations to advertise their programs or events, but do not
include these community organizations in instructional programs. Forty-four
percent of schools consistently advertise information regarding program
availability through the churches and businesses in the local community.
However, only 19% of principals said that teachers utilize community members
as part of their instructional programs and only 19% of community members
serve as mentors or volunteers in the schools.
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Table 4.28: Component 6: Family Engagement & Community Partnerships Community Involvement
Practices within Community Involvement

Omitted

Parents are informed about availability of
preschool programs through local churches
and businesses.
Teachers invite community members to
visit classrooms as part of instructional
program.
Community members serve as mentors
and volunteers in the school.
Practices = 3
Principals’ Total Responses = 48

0

Inconsistently
Implemented
9

Consistently
Implemented
7

13

3

13

3

35 or 73%

13 or 27%

Summary of Implementation Levels
Overall, I identified three components of PreK-3 alignment with higher
levels of consistent implementation (Table 4.29). Component 2 or Transitions
between Programs had the highest level of consistent implementation of the six
components of PreK-3 alignment at a 63.1% participation rate. Component 3 or
Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments had the next
highest implementation rate at 58.3%. The third highest component was
Component 4 or Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning
Environments at 56.3%. This component was also among the three highest in
inconsistent implementation. The reason a component could appear in the top
three in the consistently implemented category and in the top three in the
inconsistently implemented category was due to the individual practices within
sub-categories of a component.
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Table 4.29: Components of PreK-3 Alignment Indicating Higher Rates of
Consistent Implementation Levels
Components with Higher Rates of
Consistent Implementation
Component 2: Transitions between
Programs
Practices = 11
Principals’ Total Responses = 176
Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction,
& Assessments
Practices = 15
Principals’ Total Responses = 240
Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224

Omitted
8 or 4.5%

Inconsistently
Implemented
56 or 31.8%

Consistently
Implemented
111 or 63.1%

24 or 10%

1 or .6%
unanswered
75 or 31.3%

140 or 58.3%

1 or .4%
unanswered
1 or .4%

94 or 42%

126 or 56.3%

3 or 1.3%
unanswered

I found three components of PreK-3 alignment with higher levels of
inconsistent implementation (Table 4.30). They include Component 5 or Quality
Educators and School Leadership, Component 6 or Family Engagement and
Community Partnerships, and again, Component 4 or Instructional Approaches
and Classroom Learning Environments. Component 5 or Quality Educators and
School Leadership had the highest level of inconsistent implementation at a rate
of 60%. Component 6 or Family Engagement and Community Partnerships had
the next highest level of inconsistent implementation at 43%. The next highest
component was Component 4 or Instructional Approaches or Classroom
Learning Environments at 42%. Again, this Component 4 or Instructional
Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments was also among the three
highest in consistent implementation. The ratings of individual practices caused
this component to appear in the top three rankings in both consistently
implemented and inconsistently implemented practices.
116

	
  
Table 4.30: Components of PreK-3 Alignment Indicating Higher Rates of
Inconsistent Implementation Levels
Components with Higher Rates of
Inconsistent Implementation
Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224
Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership
Practices = 17
Principals’ Total Responses = 272
Component 6: Family Engagement
& Community Partnerships
Practices = 14
Principals’ Total Responses = 224

Omitted
1 or .4%

Inconsistently
Implemented
94 or 42%

Consistently
Implemented
126 or 56.3%

3 or 1.3%
unanswered
0

162 or 60%

106 or 39%

23 or 10%

4 or 1%
unanswered
95 or 43%

106 or 47%

Only one component stood out as omitted of the six components of PreK3 alignment. That component was Component 1 or Program Access/School
Organization (Table 4.31). The reason this component had such as high
percentage under omitted implementation levels was due to the fact that so few
schools implement the practice of serving children in three-year-old programs
and in full-day four-year-old classrooms. Many other practices, such as full-day
kindergarten, are consistently implemented under this component.
Table 4.31: Component of PreK-3 Alignment Indicating Highest Rate of
Omitted Implementation Level
Component with Highest Rate of
Omitted Implementation
Component 1: Program
Access/School Organization
Practices = 15
Principals’ Total Responses = 240

Omitted
103 or 43%

Inconsistently
Implemented
20 or 8.3%

Consistently
Implemented
116 or 48.3%

1 or .4%
unanswered

Practices Impacting Student Achievement
The principals who completed the open-ended responses on the
questionnaire offered a wide spectrum of practices relating to the six components
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of PreK-3 alignment they believe have the greatest and least impact on student
achievement. In fact, the responses are so varied under some of the components
that the very same practices identified as having the greatest impact were also
identified as having the least impact. Some principals did not apply the openended questions to the broad listing of practices but limited their responses to
currently implemented practices having the greatest or least impact in their
specific schools. Therefore, these results should only be viewed as anecdotal
support for the consistency of implementation of practices documented in the
study.
Greatest impact on student achievement
Principals identified several practices under each of the six components
as having a greater impact on student achievement. Since the principals were
asked to identify two practices under each component, the percentages only
serve to identify the percent of participating principals who named that particular
practice. Some principals only named one practice, while other principals named
more than the two requested.
From the responses received, I listed all practices named by the principals
to determine the percentage of principals identifying practices under each of the
six components. Table 4.32 lists the practices according to the six components
identified by the principals.
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Table 4.32: Practices having Greatest Impact on Student Achievement
(listed according to six components)
Six Components

Practices

Percentage of
Principals

Component 1: Program
Access/School Organization
Full-day Preschool &
Kindergarten
Screening Instrument

75%

Open House/ Back to School
Event
Classroom Visits Prior to School
Home Visits

38%

Grade Level Data Analysis
Weekly Grade Level Planning
Alignment of Curriculum with
Standards
Balanced Literacy Approach

38%
38%
31%

Reading Interventions
Staff Development on Learning
Environments

44%
25%

Weekly Observations of
Classroom Instruction
Professional Development
Across Grade Levels
Administrators’ Participation in
Professional Development

25%

Communication through Phone
& Website
Special Services

44%

38%

Component 2: Transitions between
Programs
31%
31%

Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, & Assessments

31%

Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments

Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership
25%
25%

Component 6: Family Engagement
& Community Partnerships
31%

While Table 4.32 lists the practices found under each of the six
components that principals believe to have the greatest impact on student
achievement, Table 4.33 lists seven practices from the entire 86 practices that
principals believe to have the greatest impact on student achievement. The top
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three practices are full-day preschool and kindergarten (75%), communication
through phone and website (44%), and reading interventions (44%). I compared
the percentages of principals who thought these practices had the greatest
impact for student achievement with the percentage of principals who
consistently implemented these same practices. I found that fifty-six percent of
principals had documented consistently implementing full-day preschool. One
hundred percent had documented the consistent implementation of full-day
kindergarten. Seventy-five percent of principals indicated the consistent
utilization of communication with parents through phones and websites. Eightyone percent of principals consistently employed the use of reading interventions
in their schools.
Table 4.33: Overall Practices having Greatest Impact on Student
Achievement
Practices
Full-day Preschool & Kindergarten
Communication through Phone &
Website
Reading Interventions
Weekly Grade Level Planning
Grade Level Data Analysis
Open House/ Back to School Event
Screening Instrument

Percentage Indicating
Greatest Impact
75%
44%

Percentage Consistently
Implementing
Preschool: 56%
Kindergarten: 100%
75%

44%
38%
38%
38%
38%

81%
69%
69%
100%
100%

Least impact on student achievement
Principals were asked to identify two practices as having the least impact
on student achievement through the open-ended response sections of the
questionnaire. Table 4.34 illustrates the practices under each of the six
components that principals identified as having the least impact. Principals were
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also asked to elaborate on reasons that these practices have the least impact.
While most principals provided an explanation to clarify their responses, some
did not. The reasons were important in fully understanding the practices the
principals listed as having the least impact. For example, 38% of principals
indicated that class size had the least impact on achievement. At first glance, that
may seem that 38% of principals do not consider class size to impact student
achievement. However, the comments showed that several principals scored
class size as having the least impact because class sizes are currently large in
their own schools. They did not actually imply that class size does not make a
difference. Instead, they meant that current class sizes were not benefitting
student achievement. Their responses to the open-ended questions provided
insights to their thinking.
Table 4.34: Practices having Least Impact on Student Achievement (listed
according to six components)
Six Components

Practices

Percentage of
Principals

Component 1: Program
Access/School Organization
Half-day Programs
Registration/Enrollment
Procedures

31%
19%

Advance Notification of New
Students
Visiting Classrooms Prior to
School
Home Visits

31%

New Literacy Program Every
Three Years
Basal Reading Program

56%

Component 2: Transitions between
Programs
13%
13%

Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, & Assessments

Component 4: Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments
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Class Sizes
Literacy Stations in First &
Second Grades

38%
13%

Professional Development Set
by District
Weekly Professional
Development

31%

Summer & Holiday Care
After School Care

38%
25%

Component 5: Quality Educators &
School Leadership
19%

Component 6: Family Engagement
& Community Partnerships

Table 4.35 illustrates the seven practices from the 86 practices considered
by the principals to have the least impact on student achievement. At the top of
the list are two practices related to early literacy. They include frequently
changing reading programs - new literacy programs every three years (56%) and
the use of basal reading programs (44%). Although South Carolina primary
school principals recognize these practices as having the least impact on student
achievement, only 13% of principals fully omit the practices in their schools. This
indicates a difference in what principals believe and what they implement.
Table 4.35: Overall Practices having Least Impact on Student Achievement
Practices
New Literacy Program Every
Three Years
Basal Reading Program
Summer & Holiday Care
Class Sizes
Professional Development Set by
District
Advance Notification of New
Students
Half-day Programs

Percentage Indicating Least
Impact
56%

Percentage Omitting
Practice
13%

44%
38%
38%
31%

13%
75%
0
0

31%

0

31%

3K – 86%
4K – 69%
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Levels of Student Achievement
I determined implementation levels of PreK-3 alignment and the principals’
perceptions of the practices that impact student achievement through the
questionnaire. However, I determined levels of student achievement from data on
the SC Department of Education website. Specifically, I considered primary
schools’ federal ESEA ratings for 2012 and 2013, their ESEA ratings according
to their geographic regions, ratings according to poverty levels, and ratings
according to levels of implementation of PreK-3 alignment. Since SC’s primary
schools do not participate in state-mandated testing, they do not receive their
accountability ratings from an assessment they administer directly. The ESEA
rating for a primary school is based on third grade student achievement of
students who attended that primary school while in second grade.
ESEA ratings for 2012 and 2013 (Table 4.36)
I found that the levels of student achievement in SC’s primary schools
varied widely with ratings ranging from A to F (Table 4.36). Fourteen of the 24
primary schools (58%) in SC with the grade structure spanning from PreK – 2nd
grade had maintained ESEA ratings of A. Twelve of those schools maintained an
A from the previous year’s rating. Two schools increased from C to A and
another increased from F to D. Two other schools had unchanged ESEA ratings
of B and D. Seven of the 24 primary schools (29%) decreased in their
accountability ratings from 2012 to 2013. Four of SC’s primary school received
grades of D and three schools received grades of F for the 2013 ESEA rating.
Only two schools had scored D and F the previous year.
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Table 4.36: ESEA Ratings on SC’s Primary Schools with PreK – 2nd Grade
Structure (24 schools)
2013 ESEA
Rating
A
*A
*A
A
A
*A
A
A
*A
A
A
*A
A
A
B
*B
C
D
D
*D
D
*F
F
F

2013
ESEA Index
100.0
99.9
99.8
99.2
98.4
98.4
97.3
97.2
97.1
95.4
95.3
93.8
93.4
91.6
85.8
84.8
76.8
65.4
65.2
65.2
62.8
59.9
51.8
34.2

2012
ESEA Rating
A
A
A
A
A
A
A
C
A
A
C
A
A
A
A
B
A
F
A
A
D
C
C
A

2012
ESEA Index
99.0
99.0
98.2
90.3
92.5
99.5
94.7
70.8
98.3
93.9
73.6
95.8
93.9
97.0
94.4
89.9
92.9
49.1
95.4
96.0
63.2
78.7
73.8
98.7

Change from
2012 to 2013
Unchanged
Unchanged
Unchanged
Unchanged
Unchanged
Unchanged
Unchanged
Increased
Unchanged
Unchanged
Increased
Unchanged
Unchanged
Unchanged
Decreased
Unchanged
Decreased
Increased
Decreased
Decreased
Unchanged
Decreased
Decreased
Decreased

*School not included in questionnaire results
Geographic regions and ESEA ratings (Table 4.37)
While considering the schools’ ESEA ratings, I grouped the schools
according to geographic regions (Table 4.37). The coastal region contains six
primary schools with the preschool through second grade structure. Four of the
six primary schools (67%) located in the coastal region received ESEA ratings of
A. All seven of the primary schools in the piedmont region received ESEA ratings
of A in 2013. Eleven primary schools with this grade structures are located in the
midland region of SC. Among these 11 schools, the ESEA ratings were
distributed as follows: three A’s, two B’s, one C, three D’s, and two F’s.
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Table 4.37: Geographic Regions of SC Primary Schools (24 schools) and
ESEA Ratings
Geographic Region
Coastal Schools

2013 ESEA Rating

2013 ESEA Index

*A
A
A
*A
D
*F

99.9
98.4
95.3
93.8
65.2
59.9

A
*A
A
B
*B
C
D
*D
D
F
F

99.2
98.4
95.4
85.8
84.8
76.8
65.4
65.2
62.8
51.8
34.2

A
*A
A
A
*A
A
A

100.0
99.8
97.3
97.2
97.1
93.4
91.6

Midland Schools

Piedmont Schools

*School not included in questionnaire results
Poverty levels and ESEA ratings (Table 4.38)
I grouped the schools according to poverty levels and found that with the
exception of one school, schools with the lower poverty levels scored A on the
2013 ESEA rating (Table 4.38). Ratings of B, C, D, and F typically occurred in
schools with higher poverty levels (80% or higher). It is noteworthy that seven of
the 16 schools (44%) with poverty levels over 80% had ESEA ratings of A. Four
schools with poverty levels over 94% scored A. Three schools with the highest
poverty levels among SC’s primary schools serving preschoolers through second
graders received ESEA ratings of A.
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Table 4.38: Poverty Levels of SC Primary Schools (24 schools) and ESEA
Ratings
2013 Poverty Levels
Low Poverty Schools
*20.67
56.88
Average Poverty
*69.52
73.93
76.01
*77.80
78.23
*78.86
High Poverty
82.11
82.41
84.47
*84.60
*86.14
87.76
89.66
*91.11
93.65
94.08
95.36
95.64
96.39
96.40
*97.24
99.59

2013 ESEA
Rating

2013
ESEA Index

A
A

99.9
100.0

D
A
A
A
A
A

65.2
98.4
91.6
97.1
97.3
93.8

D
C
A
A
F
D
A
B
D
A
B
F
F
A
A
A

65.2
76.8
97.2
99.8
59.9
65.4
95.4
84.8
62.8
93.4
85.8
51.8
34.2
99.2
98.4
95.3

*School not included in questionnaire results
Implementation of PreK-3 alignment and ESEA ratings (Tables 4.39
and 4.40)
I looked at the overall PreK – 3 alignment practices that were consistently
implemented in primary schools as indicated by the principals (Table 4.39). I
found that the percentage of practices varied from 34% to 66% of the 86
practices having consistent implementation at the primary schools. The two
primary schools with the highest levels of implementation (66%) received ESEA
ratings of A. The two schools with the lowest levels of implementation also
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received ratings of A. It should be noted that these schools had principals who
were in the initial year at those particular schools and principals’ comments from
the questionnaire indicated plans to implement changes at the two schools.
Otherwise, I did not detect a pattern in the levels of implementation and ESEA
ratings.
Table 4.39: PreK-3 Alignment Practices Consistently Implemented and 2013
ESEA Ratings
Number of Practices
Consistently Implemented per
School (86 total practices)
29
30
34
37
37
41
43
43
48
49
50
51
52
52
57
57

Percentage of Practices
Consistently Implemented per
School
34%
35%
40%
43%
43%
48%
50%
50%
56%
57%
58%
59%
60%
60%
66%
66%

2013 ESEA Ratings
A
A
B
C
F
A
D
D
A
D
A
A
A
F
A
A

I further considered the components identified by the principals as having
the highest levels of implementation (Table 4.40). I discovered that principals
who ranked Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and
Assessments as having the highest level of implementation in their schools were
at schools that had ESEA ratings of A with one exception. That particular school
ranked Component 3 as having the highest levels of implementation, but it had a
lower level of consistent implementation (47%) compared to the other schools
(67% - 87%).
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Two principals of schools with A ratings ranked Component 2: Transitions
between Programs as the highest level of consistent implementation. These were
the principals in their initial year at these schools. One principal of a school with
an A rating ranked Component 4: Instructional Approaches and Classroom
Learning Environments the highest in terms of consistent implementation.
Table 4.40: Component of PreK-3 Alignment with Highest Implementation
Level and ESEA Rating
Component with Highest Level of
Implementation at each School

Number of
Practices within
Highest
Component

Percentage of
Practices within
Highest
Component

2013
ESEA
Ratings

9/15

60%

C

9/11
9/11
8/11
9/11

82%
82%
73%
82%

A
D
A
F

13/15
13/15
11/15
10/15

87%
87%
73%
67%

A
A
A
A

12/14
9/14
11/14

86%
64%
79%

A
B
D

11/17

65%

D

7/15
7/15

47%
47%

F

Component #1 - Program Access/School
Organization (15 practices)
Component #2 - Transitions between
Programs (11 practices)

Component #3 – Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, &
Assessments (15 practices)

Component #4 – Instructional
Approaches & Classroom Environments
(14 practices)

Component #5 – Quality Educators &
School Leadership (17 practices)
Component #6 – Family Engagement &
Community Partnerships (14 practices)
Tie between Components #1 – Program
Access/School Organization and #3 –
Alignment of Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, & Assessment
#1
#3
Tie Between Components #2 –
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Transitions between Programs and #3 –
Alignment of Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, & Assessment
#2
#3
#2
#3

8/11
11/15
8/11
11/15

73%
73%
73%
73%

A
A

Conclusion
I found that three of the six components of PreK-3 alignment are being
implemented on a more consistent basis at the primary schools in South
Carolina. Those three components are as follows: (a) Transitions between
Programs (63.1%); (b) Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and
Assessments (58.3%); and (c) Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning
Environment (56.3%). The components inconsistently implemented were Quality
Educators and School Leadership at 60% and Family Engagement and
Community Partnerships at 43%. The component omitted the most often was
Program Access/School Organization at 43%.
Principals identified the following practices as having the greatest impact
on student achievement: full-day preschool and kindergarten classes,
communication with parents (phone and webpage), and reading interventions.
They said that the following practices had the least impact on student
achievement: new literacy programs introduced every three years, the use of a
basal reading program, the lack of summer and holiday care, and class sizes.
Primary schools varied from A – F in their ESEA ratings based on student
achievement. Fourteen of the 24 primary schools in SC serving preschoolers
through second graders received an ESEA rating of A. The ten remaining
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schools received ESEA ratings from B to F. While there was no detectable
pattern in the overall percentage of consistently implemented practices and
ESEA ratings, six out of nine principals (67%) of schools with ESEA ratings of A
ranked Component 3: Alignment of Curriculum, Standards, Instruction, and
Assessment as having the highest level of consistent implementation.
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Chapter 5
Summary and Discussion
Over the last decade, there has been an emerging movement called PreK3 alignment. Researchers, foundations, and persons interested in the nation’s
educational challenges view PreK-3 alignment as one of the most promising
ideas being offered. After examining studies, reports, and policy briefs, I
determined that most of the practices surrounding this approach could be
grouped into six broad components. These six components included:
1. Program Access/School Organization
2. Transitions between Programs
3. Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments
4. Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments
5. Quality Educators and School Leadership
6. Family Engagement and Community Partnerships.
After identifying the components of PreK-3 alignment, I sought to document
the practices already occurring in South Carolina’s primary schools. I was not
able to locate this information from any available source. Therefore, I decided to
conduct a qualitative descriptive study to gather this information. I utilized a
questionnaire that was completed by primary school principals to document
current practices in South Carolina’s primary schools. Principals rated practices
as consistently occurring, inconsistently occurring, or being omitted in schools.
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In addition, I wanted to know which of these practices principals viewed as
having the greatest impact and the least impact on student achievement. I
gathered this information through the use of open-response items on the same
questionnaire that contained the rating scales. While I was able to determine
answers to the questions regarding greatest and least impact on achievement, I
noted the wide range of answers to these questions and that some of the same
practices appeared on both lists. While the questions seemed straightforward to
me, I noted that several principals interpreted the questions differently based on
their comments.
I also considered the ESEA ratings of SC’s primary schools. The ESEA
ratings for primary schools in SC are based on third grade students’ PASS
scores of students who attended the primary schools as second graders. I
utilized document analysis and examined reports from the South Carolina
Department of Education website to locate the ESEA ratings of the primary
schools. I considered the ESEA accountability ratings in terms of geographic
regions, poverty levels, and PreK-3 alignment implementation levels.
Review of Questions
Through A Descriptive Study of PreK-3 Alignment in South Carolina:
Implications for Primary School Education, I sought to answer the following
questions:
1.

Which components of PreK-3 alignment are being implemented
in primary schools in South Carolina?
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a. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are consistently
implemented?
b. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are inconsistently
implemented?
c. Which components of PreK-3 alignment are omitted?
2.

Which PreK-3 alignment practices have the greatest and least
impact on student achievement based on principals’
perceptions?

3.

What is the level of student achievement in primary schools in
South Carolina?

I was able to answer the first question clearly as the information I had
gathered provided straightforward results on the 86 practices relating to PreK-3
alignment. It was just a matter of tabulating the responses from the rating scales
and keeping accurate documentation. In addition to analyzing results for all 86
practices, I looked at the results for each of the six components and then for subcategories within each component.
In order to answer the question regarding practices that impact student
achievement, the principals were asked to identify practices that had the greatest
impact and the least impact on achievement. Once principals had provided
responses, I was able to identify specific practices impacting achievement from
their perspectives. With that information, I began to wonder whether there existed
a relationship between the practices identified and the practices implemented in
their schools. I found that in most cases a relationship did not exist.
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I utilized data from the SC Department of Education website to answer the
third question. Specifically, I looked at the schools’ ESEA ratings from 2012 and
2013. Then I considered the 2013 ratings according to geographic regions,
poverty levels, and PreK-3 alignment implementation levels.
Summary of Findings
Question 1: Levels of implementation
In considering the question of which components of PreK-3 alignment are
being implemented in South Carolina primary schools, I found that Component 2:
Transitions between Programs had the highest rating of consistent
implementation with 63.1% of responses. The next highest rating was
Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments
with a consistent implementation rate of 58.3% followed closely by Component 4:
Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments with a
consistent implementation rate of 56.3%.
The six components of PreK-3 alignment consisted of 86 practices. When
examining the practices as a whole, I found that primary schools consistently
implemented 51% of these practices. In an effort determine which practices were
employed more consistently within primary schools I sub-categorized each of the
components into related practices. By doing this, I began to determine which
areas within each component caused the component to rate as consistently
implemented, inconsistently implemented, or omitted. Of the six components,
each component had at least one sub-category that rated above 50% in terms of
consistent implementation. Two components had two sub-categories represented
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in this finding. Those components were Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments and Component 4: Instructional
Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments.
Component 5: Quality Educators and School Leadership and Component
6: Family Engagement and Community Partnerships had the highest levels of
inconsistent implementation. Component 1: Program Access/School
Organization had the highest level of omitted practices. Several individual
practices had a rating of 100% consistent implementation. Those practices
tended to be the practices that were required by the State or an accrediting
agency, such as the provision of full-day kindergarten, Open House, teachers
teaching within areas of certification, and the offering of special education
services.
Question 2: Practices impacting student achievement based on
principals’ perceptions
Principals provided their perspectives regarding practices having the
greatest and least impact on student achievement. They indicated that full-day
programs (preschool and kindergarten) have the greatest impact on student
achievement. Implementation practices were not aligned to this finding as
program decisions depend heavily on funding and are typically made at the state
or district levels. Principals do not decide whether they will offer full-day or halfday preschool programs. Those decisions are made by superintendents and
school boards and are typically dependent on funding from the state or federal
government. Principals also identified reading interventions and communication
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with parents as having a significant impact. In contrast to the practice of full-day
programming, decisions regarding reading interventions and communication with
parents are usually made at the school level. In fact, the principal has significant
input or decision-making authority in these areas. Therefore, we see a higher
implementation rate related to these practices since principals view them as
greatly impacting student achievement.
Principals also identified practices as having the least impact on student
achievement. Those practices included the introduction of new literacy programs
every three years, the use of basal reading programs, summer and holiday care,
and class sizes. Since principals identified these practices as having the least
impact, I compared these findings to the omission rate of these practices. I
discovered inconsistencies in the practices the principals indicated as having the
least impact on student achievement and the practices they omitted in their
schools. Although they believed changing literacy programs frequently was not
beneficial, only 13% of principals omitted the practice. A similar phenomenon
happened with the basal reading program. While 44% of principals indicated
basal programs have the least impact on student achievement, only 13% omitted
the use of basal readers from their programs. One possibility for this discrepancy
could be that decisions regarding instructional programs are often made by
district level administrators and not by principals.
Question 3: Levels of student achievement in SC’s primary schools
Student achievement levels in SC’s primary schools were determined by
the schools’ ESEA ratings. These ratings were located on the SC Department of
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Education website. I found that 17 out of 24 primary schools had ESEA ratings of
A in 2012. In 2013, 14 out of 24 schools had ratings of A. Twelve of the schools
were the same on both lists. However, there was movement among others as
two schools improved from C ratings in 2012 to A ratings in 2013. Five schools
with A ratings in 2012 decreased in 2013. One school moved from A to B and
another moved from A to C. Three schools decreased significantly with two
changing from A to D and one from A to F.
Each geographic region of the state contains primary schools. The coastal
region has six primary schools serving students in preschool through second
grade. There are eleven primary schools in the midland area of the state and
seven in the piedmont region. Schools with ESEA ratings of A were positioned
throughout the state. Four were located in the coastal region, three were located
in the midlands, and seven were located in the piedmont region. The midlands
contained the largest number of primary schools at eleven with five schools
having higher ratings of A’s and B’s and five schools having lower ratings of D’s
and F’s. There was one school in the midlands with a C rating.
Primary schools in SC had poverty ratings ranging from 20.67% to
99.59%. The schools with the lowest poverty ratings (20.67% and 56.88%) and
the highest poverty ratings (96.40%, 97.24%, and 99.59%) scored ESEA ratings
of A. ESEA ratings ranged from A to F at poverty levels between 69.52% and
96.39%.
Consistent implementation of PreK-3 alignment practices in the 16 schools
included in the study ranged from 34% to 66%. When these rankings were
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considered in terms of ESEA ratings, there was no pattern among the schools.
When the components of PreK-3 alignment were considered, I noted that schools
with high levels of consistent implementation of Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments scored A on their ESEA
ratings with the exception of one school, which scored a D. The schools that
scored A’s indicated consistent implementation levels from 67% - 87% while the
school that scored D had a consistent implementation level of 47%. While it was
the highest level of implementation for that particular school, the 47% rate of
consistent implementation indicates that no practices were implemented at the
same levels as other schools.
Interpretation of Findings
Overall, I had three findings from the study. I found that Component 2:
Transitions between Programs had the highest rating for consistently
implemented at 63.1% of responses. The next highest rating was Component 3:
Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments with a
consistent implementation rate of 58.3% followed closely by Component 4:
Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments with a
consistent implementation rate of 56.3%.
While I anticipated finding that Component 3: Alignment of Standards,
Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments would rate high with primary school
principals, I had not anticipated a high rating of Component 2: Transitions
between Programs. This component was sub-categorized into two sections:
Transition Activities for Families and Transition Activities for Children. The
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principals rated the activities for families, such as providing school tours, visiting
classrooms prior to school, and providing information about school prior to school
very high. Practices under activities for children were split between consistently
implemented and inconsistently implemented. The findings indicate that schools
are prepared to respond to parents requests and provide transition activities to
meet their needs, but do not consistently provide transition activities that would
benefit children, such as visiting the teachers and classrooms for the upcoming
year. Open-ended responses from principals also indicated they provided most of
the services to families in response to the parents’ requests. Schools technically
provided them, but only when requested by the parents. For the most part,
schools did not proactively plan activities, publicize them, and encourage
participation. Therefore, while schools are willing to accommodate individual
requests, the practices may not be as widespread as the ratings indicate.
I believe that micropolitics, the “politics that takes place in and around
schools” (Marshall and Scribner, 1991), is evident in this finding. Specifically,
organizational differentiation (Pfeffer, 1978) is the organization factor that is
influencing micropolitics in this situation. Organizational differentiation is when an
organization provides a response to accommodate an interested party or during
an immediate conflict, but does little to change organizational practices. I view
the varied responses to Component 2: Transitions between Programs (Transition
Activities for Families and Transition Activities for Children) as organizational
differentiation. Principals’ high rate of responses indicates they accommodate
parents when they request tours, classroom visits, or program information.
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However, their mixed responses regarding transitional practices for children do
not support the idea that transitional practices are beneficial to children.
Micropolitics through organizational differentiation works to maintain control or
power of the organization while giving the appearance of changing or responding
to a need.
I found that principals believed that full-day preschool and kindergarten
programs had the greatest impact on student achievement and the practice of
new literacy programs being implemented every three years (or frequently) had
the least impact on student achievement. From my perspective, I believe these
responses also provide evidence of micropolitics. However, the organization
factor influencing micropolitics in these situations is concentration of control
(Pfeffer, 1978).
Concentration of control can be located within or outside of an
organization. If the control is located outside, then there will be more consistency
among all programs throughout the system. If the control is located within an
organization, there will be greater inconsistency among programs and practices
of the organization. It should be noted that consistency does not necessarily
equate with quality. Since the State regulates full-day kindergarten, we find great
consistency in the offering of this program. Since the State regulates two types of
preschool programs (full-day and half-day), we see consistencies within each
program, but not necessarily across programs.
South Carolina provides funding for textbooks under their materials
adoption cycles. However, the State does not mandate the use of a specific
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literacy program. That is typically a district decision made by a district
administrator or team of educators assembled by the district. Because
concentration of control resides within the organization, districts exercise
flexibility with this practice. While principals do not see the practice of frequently
changing literacy programs as beneficial, it continues to be implemented
because the concentration of control resides within the districts.
Primary schools across the three geographic regions of SC and at high
and low poverty levels scored A on their ESEA ratings representing student
achievement. I believe these high levels of student achievement are reflections of
the constructivist theory of learning evident in high quality early childhood
programs. “Constructivism means that human beings do not find or discover
knowledge so much as construct or make it” (Schwandt, 2007). Many early
childhood educators apply constructivism to student learning and this impacts
practices within classrooms and entire schools. Constructivism is a social
process as it depends on shared understandings and background experiences.
Piaget believed learning was the result of children’s interactions with their
environments. Vygotsky believed the social and cognitive domains worked
together and one impacted the other.
It is my opinion that effective primary schools incorporate practices from
constructivist theorists into their daily programs. In this study, constructivist
practices are most evident in Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, and Assessments and Component 4: Instructional Approaches and
Classroom Learning Environments. This may be a reason that these components
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rated high in terms of implementation and a reason that schools with A’s on their
ESEA ratings implemented these components at higher levels.
Limitations of the Study
The questionnaire provided the best means of gathering information on
the large number of practices of PreK-3 alignment for this qualitative descriptive
study. However, the questionnaire could not ensure that every participant
interpreted the practices as I had intended. In an effort to ensure a mutual
understanding of the practices, I provided related terms and descriptions relating
to practices aligned with each of the six components. In addition, I included an
open-response section following each rating scale. These sections were included
to allow principals the opportunity to share their perspectives on practices that
impact student achievement and add comments. It was through some of their
comments that I realized that some items had been interpreted differently than I
had intended. For example, when asked to identify practices from the list that had
the greatest and least impact on student achievement, some principals limited
their choices to the practices being implemented at their schools instead of
considering practices from the entire list. I recognized this difference of
interpretation based on their comments on the open-response section.
This limitation is related to positionality. Since I currently serve as a
primary school principal and am familiar with these practices as I experience
them in the school in which I serve, I may not have adequately explained the
meanings. I may have assumed a specific interpretation while there may have
been different interpretations applied by the participants.
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This study depended on the principals’ responses on the rating scales and
open-ended questions. Given the self-reporting nature of the design of the study,
I had no means of validating the actual practices taking place in these primary
schools. I was dependent on the principals’ interpretations of terms and their
perspectives of the implementation of these practices. I did attempt to gain a
more comprehensive view of the schools and consider the data provided by the
principals along with information gathered through school websites, school report
cards, and other documents (poverty indices and ESEA ratings) on the SC
Department of Education website.
My position as a primary school principal causes me to hold particular
beliefs regarding the education of young children. It was a challenge to read
principals’ responses without interference from my beliefs regarding best
practices. While interviews may have allowed me the opportunity to clarify some
points of misinterpretation or definition of terms, I believe the questionnaire
allowed me to gather data without dialogue that may have influenced or altered
principals’ answers. Even with the differences of interpretation regarding a few
terms, I believe the questionnaire allowed me to obtain responses that most
closely reflect the principals’ viewpoints.
Methodological Limitations
I encountered some problems with data collection. While I had verbal
commitments from all principals who met the criteria of this study, all principals
did not participate in the study. After several attempts through letters and emails,
I accepted that I would not have participation from seven of the 23 principals. I
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realize that principals are very busy and believe the length of the questionnaire
may have caused them to decide not to participate after first agreeing.
The principals were requested to review a summary sheet on their school
that I had included with the questionnaire. Most principals did update the
summary sheets and return with the completed questionnaires. They were also
asked to include their résumés, which few did. I assume their résumés may not
have been current and they did not have time to update them for the purpose of
this study.
One problem I encountered was in the design of the rating scales.
However, I did not realize there was a problem until I received the completed
questionnaires and began to tabulate the responses. I had phrased most
statements in the ratings scales so that a response of “always” would be
considered positive or best practice. However, a few statements should have
received “never” as the response in order to be considered best practices.
These practices were listed under components 1, 3, and 5. Since I failed to
consider this when designing the questionnaire, I had to account for it when
calculating the results. Instead of simply counting the responses in the “always”
column as positive, I had to first consider the way I had phrased the original
statement. This oversight added an extra step in determining the results.
Implications of the Findings
This qualitative descriptive study was designed to compile information on
practices relating to PreK-3 alignment. Findings indicate that three of the six
components are implemented more consistently in SC’s primary schools. Those
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components include Component 2: Transitions between Programs, Component
3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments, and
Component 4: Instructional Approaches and Classroom Environments. Two
components were inconsistently implemented and they were Component 5:
Quality Educators and School Leadership and Component 6: Family
Engagement and Community Partnerships. Component 1: Program
Access/School Organization had the highest level of omission.
Findings also indicate that principals believe that full-day programs,
reading interventions, and communication with parents have the greatest impact
on student achievement. They believe frequent implementation of new literacy
programs, use of basal reading programs, summer and holiday care, and class
sizes have the least impact on student achievement.
Student achievement varies widely in primary schools throughout SC.
ESEA ratings ranged from A through F with schools located in the three main
geographic regions throughout the state receiving A ratings. Schools on both
extremes of the poverty spectrum received A ratings. There was no pattern
regarding specific practices and a school’s ESEA rating. However, six out of nine
schools that received an A on the ESEA rating indicated that Component 3:
Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments had the
highest level of consistent implementation. There are several implications related
to these findings.
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Implementation of components of PreK-3 alignment
The study served to document the components of PreK-3 alignment that
are consistently implemented, inconsistently implemented, and omitted in SC’s
primary schools. The results provide a starting point for conversations around
PreK-3 alignment in SC. I believe they have broader implications, as they may be
indicative of patterns of implementation at other public schools serving young
children. In terms of consistent implementation, it is encouraging to find that
Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments
and Component 4: Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning
Environments rated high. However, it is concerning that Component 5: Quality
Educators and School Leadership indicated inconsistent implementation due to
Professional Development Structure and Classroom Observations. I believe this
finding would be replicated in other studies. This inconsistent implementation
rating is due to professional development that is not systematic and ongoing and
does not meet the needs of today’s educators. In addition, principals rarely have
time to observe classroom instruction and provide feedback to teachers.
It is important that these findings are available to other principals, so they
will be aware of the implementation practices of primary schools in SC. As in the
above cases, they will want to ensure high levels of consistent implementation for
Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments
and Component 4: Instructional Approaches and Classroom Environments as
these areas directly impact student achievement. They will want to have an
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emphasis on Component 5: Quality Educators and School Leadership and
increase implementation levels beyond levels identified by the principals in this
study.
With the expansion of the Child Development Education Pilot Program
(CDEPP) (SC Education Oversight Committee, 2014) and the implementation of
the Read to Succeed Act (2014) in SC for the upcoming school year, findings
from this study could inform implementation practices relating to legislation.
Schools will be charged with administering a kindergarten readiness/entry
assessment within the first 45 days of the 2014 – 2015 school year. Districts will
be required to submit literacy plans, increase assessments for young children,
change assessments for upper elementary children, and provide additional
professional development to teachers. This is happening at a time when the
federal government is requiring that student achievement become a significant
factor of accountability. Student achievement will be 30% of teachers’
evaluations and 50% of administrators’ evaluations as proposed by the SC
Department of Education.
The components of PreK-3 alignment from this study could inform
practices in preschool through third grade during this time of significant change in
SC. These practices could guide schools and help them maintain balance across
programs. It is possible for schools to implement engaging, child-initiated early
childhood programs while developing literacy skills and creating readers that
demonstrate skills on high-stakes tests in third grade. Literacy development is
critical, but education is not one-dimensional. Literacy occurs in relation to other
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aspects of child development. This study revealed several inconsistencies and
areas that need attention in SC’s primary schools in order for children to develop
literacy skills by third grade.
An alignment between the standards, implemented curriculum, classroom
instruction, and assessments is central to student success. In addition to
alignment among these areas, alignment must occur across grade levels. There
must be a plan for connecting preschool to kindergarten, kindergarten to first
grade, and so forth in order for children to navigate these early years of formal
education and achieve at their potential. A disconnected system creates
additional challenges for young children.
Practices impacting student achievement
Principals’ responses revealed inconsistencies in their beliefs and
practices. These inconsistencies may stem from the various personnel structures
within school districts and authority to make decisions regarding instructional
programs. For example, 75% of principals identified full-day programs as having
the greatest impact on student achievement. However, full-day preschool had a
consistent implementation rate of 56%. This discrepancy is likely based on
funding and the fact that principals do not provide programs without direction and
support from the district administration.
Fifty-six percent of principals indicated that the implementation of new
literacy programs every three years (or frequently) had the least impact on
student achievement. In fact, comments from principals revealed the practice as
detrimental to achievement goals. However, only 13% of schools omitted the
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common practice. A similar finding was discovered regarding the adoption of
basal reading programs. Forty-four percent of principals said that basal programs
had the least impact on student achievement, yet only 13% omitted their use.
The findings from this study will provide principals with evidence that other
principals throughout the state share their perspectives regarding practices that
impact student achievement. These finding may serve to support them as they
share their perspectives with district level administrators and attempt to influence
changes in their schools.
Student achievement levels
While there is great need in SC, students are achieving at high levels
across the three main geographic regions throughout the state, the coastal
region, the midlands, and the piedmont region. Children are also achieving in
schools with significantly high poverty levels. The three schools with the highest
rates of poverty among SC’s primary schools scored A on their ESEA ratings.
Although location and poverty introduce significant challenges due to lack of
resources, educators in these schools have met the challenges and realized
success in student achievement. The principals of these schools have much to
share. Two of the three principals participated in this study and their responses
revealed that Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and
Assessments had the highest levels of implementation in both schools at 73%
and 87%.
While quality schools for young children should implement a wide range of
practices under each of the six components, it seems critical that attention should
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be given to the implementation of practices under Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments. Schools that had this
component as the component with the highest level of implementation scored “A”
on the ESEA rating with the exception of one school. Districts will be required to
develop and submit literacy plans under the new Read to Succeed legislation.
These plans should include practices from Component 3: Alignment of
Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessments to positively impact student
achievement.
Speculations
Except for the few differences regarding the interpretation of practices, I
felt the responses from principals were a true reflection of the practices occurring
in their schools. However, due to human nature, I am aware that principals would
hope to present their schools, and by association themselves, in the most
favorable manner. I felt this might have been most evident when principals were
faced with admitting practices were omitted in their schools. The categories of
seldom, sometimes, and frequently (inconsistent levels of implementation)
allowed principals to select an option that didn’t seem quite so negative. Because
of this phenomenon, I felt most confident depending on the extremes on the
questionnaire (never and always) realizing that the omitted practices may have
been higher than recorded.
Prior to the survey, I had not considered how the responses of principals
in their initial year at a school would impact the findings. However, as principals
shared this information, I noticed they scored the implementation levels lower
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than colleagues in other schools. This occurred even when the school had an
ESEA rating of A. Principals serving in their initial year at schools freely offered
that practices had not been updated and changes would be made. These
principals viewed themselves as instruments to bring about change in practices.
In general, responses from principals serving at the same school for multiple
years were higher in terms of implementation.
Suggestions for Future Research
These same six components should be applied in any schools that serve
children from 3 – 8 years of age. PreK-3 alignment is not a primary school
initiative. It is an early education initiative regarding the components needed
during the early years of formal education to impact student achievement by third
grade. The majority of children in preschool through third grade are not in SC’s
primary schools. They are taught in SC’s elementary schools. A similar study
could be conducted to determine implementation levels of PreK-3 alignment in
these schools. The data collection would be more extensive due to the number of
schools. Therefore, future studies could concentrate on specific geographic
regions of the state or poverty levels.
I suspect the findings from a study involving elementary school principals
may have different outcomes. I concentrated this study on primary schools and
primary school principals because I felt they would be more familiar with the
practices of PreK-3 alignment due to the structure of primary schools. Some
elementary school principals may not be as familiar with these practices. Their
backgrounds may include upper elementary or middle grades.
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In addition to conducting a future study with elementary principals, it would
be beneficial to involve teachers and parents in a study of PreK-3 alignment. The
consistent implementation of practices at the classroom level actually has the
greatest impact on student achievement. Teachers and parents would be able to
offer this perspective. The triangulation of data sources (principals, teachers, and
parents) and their distinct perspectives would provide a more comprehensive
view of practices being implemented in schools. Through these varied
perspectives, we may be better able to determine barriers to student
achievement.
Other states may be interested in determining levels of implementation of
PreK-3 alignment in schools serving children ages 3 – 8. The structure of the
schools, whether primary or elementary, is not as important as having the
components in place wherever young children are taught. States may consider
conducting a similar study to collect data around which conversations and
planning can occur.
This qualitative descriptive study was designed to gather information
regarding the current implementation of the six components of PreK-3 alignment,
obtain principals’ perceptions of practices impacting student achievement, and
identify student achievement at SC’s primary schools through federal
accountability ratings. It was not designed to determine which practices or
components directly impacted student achievement. Ultimately, it will be
important to determine which components of PreK-3 alignment are correlated
with student achievement through a quantitative study. With the recent passage
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of the Read to Succeed Act in SC, many of these practices will be required.
Although some components may be more directly aligned with student
achievement, consideration should be given to the implementation of all six
components in order to provide children the foundation upon which to build future
learning.
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation to Participants

	
  

	
  
Curriculum and Instruction
Department of Instruction and Teacher Education
College of Education	
  

March 13, 2014
Dear [Primary School Principal’s Name]:
My name is Kim McAbee, and I am a doctoral student in Curriculum and Instruction
at the University of South Carolina. I am also principal of Woodruff Primary School
(Spartanburg District Four) in Woodruff, SC. I am conducting a qualitative study
involving primary schools as my dissertation research. The study is titled “A
Descriptive Study of PreK-3 Alignment in South Carolina: Implications for Primary
School Education,” and I would appreciate your participation. Please be assured that
your participation in this research will be kept strictly confidential.
PreK-3 alignment research identifies six broad components with practices or
indicators under each component. In this study on PreK-3 alignment, I seek to
determine which practices are evident in South Carolina’s primary schools. There
are only 24 primary schools in South Carolina that contain the PreK–2nd grade
structure and fit the design of this study. As a principal of one of these 24 primary
schools, your responses are very valuable to this research.
Your participation includes the completion of the enclosed questionnaire on the six
components of PreK-3 alignment. While the questionnaire may seem lengthy at first
glance, it contains descriptions of the components and definitions of terms as they
relate to this particular study. You will need to complete a rating scale (1-page in
length) on each component and four open-ended questions related to each
component. The open-ended questions are essentially the same for each
component as you identify practices most beneficial and least beneficial to student
success. I kindly ask that you complete and return the survey in the envelope
provided by March 31, 2014.
In addition to your responses on the questionnaire, I request that you review the
summary page on your school that is included. Please confirm the accuracy of the
information and make any corrections that may be necessary. It would also be very
helpful to have information on you, such as your education level and your previous
work experience. If you are willing to include a copy of your résumé when you return
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the questionnaire, it will provide me with the background information I need. As
noted earlier, your participation in this research will be kept strictly confidential. As I
work with the data, you and your school will be identified by codes. The codes and
the questionnaires will be kept in separate locked files, so that practices will not be
associated with a particular school. At any point, you may decide to withdraw from
participation. As a primary school principal, you may have an interest in the findings
from this study. I will be happy to share aggregated findings at the conclusion of the
study.
I am available to answer any questions you may have about the study. You may
contact me at 864-476-3174 or at kmcabee@spartanburg4.org. You may also
contact the chairperson of my doctoral committee, Dr. Susan Schramm-Pate at 803777-3087 or at SSCHRAMM@mailbox.sc.edu for any study-related questions or
issues. Thank you for your consideration of my request to participate in this study.
With kind regards,

Kimberly W. McAbee
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Appendix B: Descriptions and Related Terms
Components of PreK-3 Alignment
PreK-3 alignment is a national initiative that advocates providing high quality
early educational opportunities in three-year-old and four-year-old preschool
programs, a planned transition from preschool to full-day kindergarten, and a
common organizational structure and coherent set of academic and social goals
to ensure that quality early educational experiences continue into third grade.
There are six broad components of PreK-3 alignment. Each of the six
components consists of practices/indicators that are evident in varying degrees in
schools.
The six components include:
1) Program Access/School Organization
2) Transitions
3) Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, & Assessments
4) Instructional Approaches & Classroom Learning Environments
5) Quality Educators & School Leadership
6) Family Engagement & Community Partnerships
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Component 1: Program Access/School Organization
Description: Program Access/School Organization is a component of PreK-3
alignment that considers the availability of full-day, high-quality early childhood
programs beginning at age three.
Related Terms:
• 3K Program: A voluntary preschool program designed for children who
turn 3 years of age on or before September 1st. (Some federally-funded 3K
programs enroll children on their third birthdays instead of the September
1st date.)
• 4K Program: A voluntary preschool program designed for children who
turn 4 years of age on or before September 1st.
• 5K Program: Kindergarten program designed for children who turn 5
years of age on or before September 1st. Kindergarten (5K) falls under
mandatory attendance laws in South Carolina.
• Enrollment Day: A designated day set aside to enroll children in
preschool and kindergarten programs.
• Full-day Program: A program of at least 6 hours in length and typically
structured around the same hours as the school day (8:00am – 2:00pm).
• Half-day Program: A program of 2½ - 3 hours in length. It may be offered
in the mornings (8:00 – 11:00am) or afternoon (11:00am – 2:00pm).
• Multi-age Program: Early Childhood program that serves children of
multiple ages, such as 3K/4K or 4K/5K in the same classroom.
• Qualifying Student: Child who meets criteria for a program. Criteria may
include poverty level or score on screening instrument.
• Readiness Assessment: Instrument used to measure whether five-yearold children possess skills that will support their success in kindergarten.
• Screening Instrument: Assessment tool administered to children prior to
their acceptance into a preschool program in order to select children
demonstrating the greatest academic need into the program.
• Targeted Access: A program that offers limited slots to children who
“qualify” based upon pre-established criteria, such as income or scores on
an early childhood screening instrument.
• Universal Access: A program that offers space to all children who wish to
enroll.
• Waiting List: A list of children’s names maintained by the school of
children who have requested space in the preschool programs.
Component 2: Transitions
Description: Transitions is a component of PreK-3 alignment that considers the
steps/practices various agencies (private and public programs) take to ensure
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smooth adjustments from one program to another and to limit stress for children
and families. Transitions may occur from agency to agency (private preschool to
public school kindergarten) as well as within an organization (preschool to
kindergarten and kindergarten to first grade within same public school).
Related Terms:
• Conferences: A scheduled meeting between the parent and teacher
(child is sometimes included) to review student progress and discuss
future goals for student achievement.
• Grade Level Night: A designated time for all parents to visit classrooms
of students and to hear a general presentation from the teacher regarding
classroom procedures and activities planned for the upcoming school
year.
• Home Visits: Scheduled visits made by teachers to the home of incoming
students for the purpose of supporting the adjustment from home to
school.
• Open House: A designated time where all parents are invited to visit
classrooms of students to talk informally with the teacher and to view
student work on display.
Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum,
Instruction, & Assessments
Description: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, and
Assessments is a component of PreK-3 alignment that considers standards,
programs of study, teaching strategies, and assessments that are coordinated
across grade levels from preschool through third grade.
Related Terms:
• Balanced Literacy Approach: An approach to instruction that
incorporates a continuum of literacy experiences from teacher-directed to
student-independent. These experiences include reading aloud, shared
reading, guided reading, independent reading, shared writing, interactive
writing, guided writing/writing conferences, and independent writing.
• Common Core State Standards (CCSS): Broad learning objectives in
reading and math developed for K-12 programs and adopted across a
majority of states.
• Creative Curriculum: An early childhood approach to learning that
incorporates the latest research and best practices.
• Curriculum: The year-long program of study designed to teach standards
created for a particular grade level.
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•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•

Curriculum Guides: A guide provided to educators that contains
activities, materials, resources, and assessments to support the
attainment of standards for a particular grade level.
Early Learning Standards: Broad learning objectives developed for 3K,
4K, and 5K programs.
Embedded Assessments: Assessments recorded in the instructional
process, such as anecdotal notes during center time in preschool or
running records during reading instruction.
Grade Level Data: Assessment scores indicating the progress of the
overall grade level.
HighScope: An early childhood approach to learning that incorporates
active learning and developmentally appropriate experiences.
Montessori: An early childhood approach to learning developed by Italian
physician Maria Montessori that incorporates principles based on child
development.
Ongoing Assessments: Assessments taken at designated times over the
course of an academic year.
Student Achievement Data: Assessment scores indicating students’
progress toward the attainment of skills and strategies outlined in the
standards.
Component 4: Instructional Approaches & Classroom
Learning Environments

Description: Instructional Approaches and Classroom Learning Environments –
A component of PreK-3 alignment that considers instructional practices and
classroom structures that are consistent with the developmental stages of
children. This component includes student-teacher ratios, education of the whole
child including social-emotional development, and child-initiated learning.
Related Terms:
• Center-based Instruction: Instruction that occurs while the child is
working in learning centers that he/she has selected.
• Child-Initiated Learning: An approach to learning where the child selects
activities with which to interact.
• Daily Routine: The schedule that the classroom adheres to on a daily
basis.
• Independent Work Time: Portion of the instructional day where children
select their materials and interact with those materials without teacher
direction.
• Individualized Instruction: Lessons designed to meet the specific needs
of a child.
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In-School Suspension (ISS): A type of punishment where a child is
removed from his regular classroom for a designated period of time to
complete work in a separate room under the direction of a supervising
adult.
Large Group Activities: Lessons taught to the entire class of children.
Learning Environment: Classroom space specifically designed to
support the variety of activities planned for students.
Literacy Stations/Centers: Areas within the classroom where activities
are set up to develop literacy skills. Children progress through these areas
as they complete activities.
Literacy Workshops: Activities designed for small groups of children to
develop skills in reading and writing.
Reading Interventions: Lessons provided to students beyond the regular
core reading program in an effort to accelerate the reading levels of
struggling readers. These lessons are taught to small groups of students
who display similar needs.
Small Group Activities: Lessons designed for half of the children in a
classroom.
Social-Emotional Development: The development of skills that support
interactions with individuals and groups that positively contributes to
society.
Student Intervention Teams (SITs): Adults assembled to consider
behavioral needs of a particular student and develop plans to meet those
needs.
Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership

Description: Quality Educators and School Leadership is a component of PreK3 alignment that considers the qualifications (degrees and certifications) and
compensation of teachers and administrators of preschool through third grade. It
also considers ongoing professional development and collaborative planning
following the degree program.
Related Terms:
• Across Grade Level Team: Teachers who teach in different grade levels
at the same school.
• Certification: Areas in which an educator is licensed to teach within a
particular state. Educators must teach within these areas in order to be
considered highly qualified. In South Carolina, common areas of
certification include: early childhood, elementary, elementary principal,
and special education. These areas of certification appear on the teaching
license.
• Early Childhood Development Certificate (ECD): A non-degree
program that provides coursework in the field of early childhood.
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Certificate programs are typically provided through a community or
technical college and allow holders to obtain employment as a teaching
assistant in a public school or as a teacher in a Head Start or childcare
center.
Grade Level Team: Teachers who teach within the same grade level.
Professional Development (PD): Sessions for certified staff members
conducted at the school during planning periods, after school, or on
inservice days. Topics relate to the school’s particular professional needs,
such as curriculum standards, assessment methods, social-emotional
development, etc.
Component 6: Family Engagement & Community

Description: Family Engagement and Community Partnerships is a component
of PreK-3 alignment that considers the connections among families, schools, and
community organizations in an effort to support children and their needs. This
component includes accountability to parents and comprehensive family support
services.
Related Terms:
• Before/After School Care: Supervisory care provided to young children
outside the hours of the typical school day. The hours follow the extended
hours offered by a childcare center.
• Developmental Assessments: Tests administered to an individual
student by the school/district psychologist to determine whether the child
is progressing according to established criteria/norms.
• Family Literacy Program: Program that allows young parents to continue
their education by providing childcare services and parenting classes at no
cost.
• Mentor: Person who donates time to the school in an effort to establish a
connection with a student (or students) to improve self-esteem and/or
academic achievement.
• Parenting Education Program: Informational sessions designed for
parents on topics related to raising children. Topics may include child
development, nutrition, sleep, discipline, immunizations, diseases, literacy,
school readiness, and academic achievement.
• Service Agencies: Organizations, such as the Department of Social
Services, Legal Aid, and others, that provide services to children including
healthcare, dental care, immunizations, legal services, and social
services.
• Special Services: Medical therapies that are provided in the school
setting. These services include speech therapy, hearing, physical therapy
(PT), and occupational therapy (OT).
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Summer/Holiday Care: Supervisory care provided to young children
during the summer months or holidays when school is not in session. The
days and hours follow the days and time offered by a childcare center.
Volunteer: Person who donates time in an effort to support the school’s
programs. Volunteers may donate clerical, supervisory, academic, or other
services to the school.
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Appendix C: Rating Scales for Six Components
Component 1: Program Access/School Organization
Practice/Indicator

Never

Seldom

Full-day 3K is offered to
students at no cost.
Half-day 3K is offered to
students at no cost.
Full-day 4K is offered to
students at no cost.
Half-day 4K is offered to
students at no cost.
PreK students must
qualify according to
academic and/or financial
need.
A screening instrument
(such as the DIAL-3) is
used to qualify students
for PreK programs.
PreK slots are
consistently filled each
year.
A waiting list is
maintained for students
wanting a slot in PreK.
A specific day for PreK &
K registration/enrollment
is scheduled each year.
PreK & K registration/
enrollment is widely
publicized in community.
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Frequently

Always

	
  
Parents may continue to
enroll students after any
designated enrollment
day.
Mid-day transportation is
a barrier for students
enrolled in half-day
programs.
Full-day 5K is offered for
all students.
A readiness assessment
is used to determine
children’s readiness for
5K.
PreK & K students are
served in multi-age
classes.

Component 2: Transitions
Practice/Indicator

Never Seldom Sometimes Frequently Always

Children attending programs
outside of school visit the school
in which they will be enrolled
following year.
Families are provided tours of
school before enrolling as
requested.
Families are allowed to observe
programs before enrolling as
requested.
Teachers conduct home visits
with PreK students prior to the
start of school.
Families are provided opportunity
to visit classrooms prior to start of
school.
Open House or Grade Level
Night is provided for parents
within the first month of school.
Children currently enrolled at the
school visit classrooms in the
upcoming grade and meet the
teachers.
Families are provided information
about the school’s programs prior
to start of school through a school
handbook and/or meetings.
Families are provided information
about the curriculum.
PreK programs located outside of
school share information on
incoming students with K
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teachers.
During the school year, teachers
receive notification the day before
students are added to
classrooms.

Component 3: Alignment of Standards, Curriculum, Instruction, &
Assessments
Practice/Indicator

Never Seldom Sometimes Frequently Always

The PreK curriculum is aligned
with the Early Learning
Standards.
nd
The K–2 grade curriculum is
aligned with the Common Core
State Standards.
PreK & K teachers utilize a
research-based curriculum, such
as HighScope, Montessori, or
Creative Curriculum.
PreK & K teachers utilize a locally
developed curriculum.
K-2 classrooms utilize a balanced
literacy approach.
K-2 classrooms follow a basal
reading program.
New literacy programs are
implemented approximately every
3 years.
Teachers create curriculum
guides to support long-range
planning.
Grade levels plan lessons
together on a weekly basis.
Assessments, such as anecdotal
notes & running records, are
embedded within instruction.
Multiple assessments are
collected on each child.
Administrators discuss data with
individual teachers and grade
levels.
Grade levels analyze
achievement data to make
instructional decisions.
The school has a written
nd
assessment plan (PreK-2 ).
Teachers utilize individual student
assessment data from previous
year(s).
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Component 4: Instructional Approaches & Classroom Learning
Environments
Practice/Indicator

Never Seldom Sometimes Frequently Always

Teachers plan activities to
develop connections among
students and improve classroom
community.
Staff members utilize a common
language in supporting students
with behavioral challenges.
Students are systematically
taught techniques to handle
upsets.
Student Intervention Teams
(SITs) support students with
behavioral challenges.
The school avoids discipline
techniques, such as ISS or loss
of recess, that isolate students
from classmates.
nd
Technology is utilized in PreK-2
grade instruction.
Reading and writing levels are
identified for each student.
Struggling readers are supported
through various reading
interventions.
Teachers adhere to a consistent
daily routine.
The daily routine provides large
group, small group, and
independent activities.
Children in PreK and K are
provided extended times of childinitiated learning.
st
nd
Children in 1 & 2 grades work
in literacy stations.
Teachers are provided staff
development on appropriate
learning environments.
Class sizes are as follows:
3K - 18 students;
4K – 20 students;
nd
5K-2 grade – 24 students.

Component 5: Quality Educators & School Leadership
Practice/Indicator

Never Seldom Sometimes Frequently Always

All teachers teach within their
areas of certification.
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PreK teachers have bachelor
degrees and are certified in early
childhood or special education.
50% of teaching assistants have
associate degrees or the early
childhood development (ECD)
certificate.
50-75% of teachers have
advanced degrees or are enrolled
in graduate programs.
Professional development (PD) is
conducted weekly.
Teachers within same grade level
participate in PD together.
Teachers across different grade
levels participate in PD together.
Administrators participate in PD
alongside teachers on a weekly
basis.
Teachers observe in classrooms
within & outside of their grade
levels.
Administrators observe
instruction weekly.
PD is related to early childhood
development.
PD is related to literacy.
PD is related to social-emotional
development.
PD is related to standards.
PD is provided on new programs.
Teachers determine topics for
PD.
District administrators determine
topics for PD.

Component 6: Family Engagement & Community Partnerships
Practice/Indicator

Never Seldom Sometimes Frequently Always

Parents are informed about
availability of preschool programs
through fliers and mailings.
Parents are informed about
availability of preschool programs
through local churches and
businesses.
Parents are notified of school
events through phone messages
and websites.
Procedures are in place for
parents to visit classrooms.
Parents are encouraged to
volunteer in classrooms.
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Teachers invite community
members to visit classrooms as
part of instructional program.
Community members serve as
mentors and volunteers in the
school.
The school coordinates
transportation for families to
acquire needed services.
The school provides parenting
education or family literacy
programs to families.
The school provides before or
after school care.
The school provides summer or
holiday care.
Healthcare and social services
are offered in collaboration with
local service agencies.
Special services, such as speech,
hearing, occupational, and
physical therapies, are offered
through the school.
Parents complete surveys to
provide input on programs and
services.
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